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An introduction to office suites 

While most of us would be familiar with this class of software, there 
are still many aspects that remain unknown. Let's find out more. 

Deep drill into a generic office suite 

Whether you've used office suites for years or are just beginning to 
take advantage of the services, this section will lay bare the many 
common features and components that are essentiaL for you to 
accomplish your tasks 

Free offline suites 

In this section, you’ll discover you needn't pirate an office suite. There 
are indeed popular free-to-use offline office suites that are just as good 
as you know what. 

Free online/cloud-based suites 

The internet touches everything and office suites are no exception. The 
PAGE new economics of information technology has made what once were 
expensive productivity tools into free-to-use services. We take a look at 
the best available free cloud-based suites 
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Paid Office Suites 

Should you pay for an Office Suite? And if so what do they offer. Let us 
explore in this chapter. 

Comparison between the best 
Online suites 

PAGE The battle to be the best office suite in the cLoud has never been more 

hotly contested. It's not as straightforward as it seems either. 

Tips and tricks 

Even the most intrepid user, fresher or veteran, faces a learning 
curve when working with a new software. We try to make things 
easier by gathering together some handy tips and tricks to make the 
journey easier. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Introduction to 
FastTrack to Office 
Suites 

M any ofyou have grown up using pre-installed (ahem.. .pirated) 
versions of Microsoft Office but in today’s market the options 
are many - from expensive offline office suites to open source 
cloud based freeware. But with the so many options, be it 
offline, online, proprietary, open source etc. it can get confusing to know 
what’s right for you. And as a greater quantity of work shifts to the online 
realm, with cloud collaboration between classmates and colleagues, it’s 
imperative that you work on an application platform that is stable, flexible 
and powerful, not to mention affordable. That’s where this issue of Fast 
Track comes in - where we lay bare the broad range of options before you 
in terms that make sense. 

But before we begin let’s address the elephant in the room. You may think - 
“FastTrack to Office Suites!? Really?” - but before you pull the trigger on your 
sardonic gun consider this - most of the work you’ve ever done or will ever 
do in your career will be dependent on computer applications like Microsoft 
Office or Google Drive. Wouldn’t life be simpler if you just figured them all 
out now, once and for all? And that's exactly what this issue of FastTrack is 
all about. To demystify the mundane and perhaps even make it interesting 
to some of you. 

We begin by simply explaining what an office suite actually is, and what 
you should expect to encounter when using them. The various applications 
that constitute an office suite vary but all have a common set. We introduce 
each of their components and help you make sense of their offline and online 
utilities with respect to your needs. 

We next step into the detailed workings of the common applications 
found in most office suites such as word processing programs, spreadsheet 
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tools and presentation makers. These applications are the most often used 
so we drill deep into their functions and cover each aspect of these tools from 
design to features to ease your understanding. The following two chapters 
take a critical look at the best options available to you in the free offline and 
online category of office suites respectively. Then we sift through the many 
competing packages available to demonstrate that free is sometimes not 
enough and paid for is sometimes a waste. 

Next we lay out the value and advantages of opting for a premium paid-for 
office suite and whether it’s the right option for you. The next two chapters 
show a “best of” comparison between them across different usage categories. 
The last part is a Tips and Tricks section that covers various useful and at 
times quirky features of the four major offline and online office suites that 
most people prefer. 

As always we count on this issue of Fast Track to help you make better 
informed and better equipped decisions in your use of technology. So enjoy 
the read and do let us know what you think at: editor@thinkdigit.com about 
this issue. □ 
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AN 

INTRODUCTION 
TO OFFICE 
SUITES 

While most of us would be familiar 
with this class of software, there are still 
many aspects that remain unknown. 
Let’s find out more. 

A n ‘Office Suite’ - also known as ‘Office Software Suite’ or ‘Pro- 
ductivity Suite’ - is nothing but a collection of programs that 
improve the productivity (hence the name) of the user. Office 
productivity software really is just the sum of its parts. If you’ve 
ever used a word processing program, spreadsheet application software 
or a presentation making software, you already have experience working 
with productivity software. And this is true for most of us - because in 
this day and age, working without these applications is almost impossible. 
They might not seem to be the most exciting software on the market, but 
they’re absolutely indispensable - be it for organisations, corporations or 
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individuals. Be it for work, school or any other venture, the applications 
in your office software suites are extremely crucial since you’re likely to 
use them day in and day out. To give you a gist, even this article is being 
typed out on word processing software. Among a few possible uses of office 
software are its ability to draft a letter, make a presentation, write a report 
or create a budget. Considering that the software is employed not only by 
offices, but also by schools, families and individuals - the name. Office Suite 
is somewhat a misnomer, and hence the term ‘Productivity Suite’ might be 
more apt to describe such a software package. 

So which software would you find in a typical office suite? Though the 
features could differ in each suite, (almost) every credible productivity suite 
includes some basic applications. Other applications, though not a staple 
of every suite, are still important inclusions in many available office suites. 
Basic applications include: 

• Word processing software 

• Spreadsheet building software 

• Presentation creating software 
Other applications include: 

• Database manager 

• Email client 

• Publishing platform 

• Project management software 

• Collaboration software 

We’ll cover the important features and details of some of these applica- 
tions in the next chapter. As a primer, let us explain just the basics of what 
each application does. 

Word processing software 

‘Word processing’ is the act of typing, editing and printing textual/graph- 
ical information using a word processor. In the olden days, this was done 
mechanically using a typewriter. Typewriters are now slowly becoming 
extinct, and almost everyone does word processing electronically through 
their computers. The biggest advantage of this shift is the quick and easy 
creation of error-free documents thanks to the rewrite option, conspicuous 
by its absence in mechanical word processors. Sometimes abbreviated as 
WP, a word processor is capable of creating, storing and printing docu- 
ments that can be saved for modification later and accessed from any other 
computer using the same word processor. A word processor shouldn’t be 
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confused with a text editor. The latter only allows editing and creation of 
plain text documents. Word processors usually come with features such as 
password protection for files, track changes and grammar checking abilities. 

Spreadsheet software 

A ‘spreadsheet’, technically, is a table of values arranged in rows and 
columns with each value having a possibility of having a predefined rela- 
tionship with other values. Spreadsheet applications (usually referred to 
simply as spreadsheets) are computer programs that simulate physical 
spreadsheets by capturing, displaying, and manipulating data arranged 
in rows and columns. In a spreadsheet application, each value resides in 
a cell, which is at the intersection of the corresponding column and row. 
The spreadsheet is one of the most popular uses of the personal computer. 
In fact, it has been deemed to be the original killer app for personal com- 



Apache OpenOff ice spreadsheet 


puters - early spreadsheet programs were largely responsible for the 
growth in popularity and usage of computers as business tools. Thanks 
to their ability to perform mathematical operations, spreadsheets are 
often used to store financial data. Spreadsheets are also used to include 
graphing or charting data for identifying trends, or to sort and filter data 
to find specific information. 
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LibreOffice impress - a presentation application 


Presentation software 

Presentation software allows you to create (No prizes for guessing!) pres- 
entations. They help to create sequences of words and pictures that act as 
visual aid, help tell a story, support a speech etc. during a public presentation. 
Before presentation software reigned supreme, presenters would take the aid 
of large flip charts or blackboards to present information to their audiences. 
This limited the amount of information that could be displayed, and wasn’t 
as visually appealing, or were extremely tedious to make. With presenta- 
tion software however, even a layman can create a presentation with charts, 
graphic images, animations and multimedia files to help get the speaker’s 
point across. The speaker also has the freedom to move around the place, 
since he isn’t forced to stay in front of the slideshow to change it physically. 
An absolutely integral part of every business, presentations are also used 
by students and teachers to aid them during their projects/seminars. The 
software’s ease of use is its biggest advantage - one of the main reasons 
why most blackboards are being replaced by projector screens these days. 

Database management systems 

Databases are a powerful and convenient way to organise information. 
Using tables, they offer an organised mechanism for storing, managing 
and retrieving information. Spreadsheet users will already be accustomed 
to storing data in tabular form, and will find it easy to make the switch to 
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databases. Similar to spreadsheet tables, database tables consist of rows 
and columns, with each column containing a different attribute and each 
row corresponding to a single record. However, though they might seem to 
be mighty similar, databases are much more powerful than spreadsheets. 



MS Access - Microsof Office's Database software 


Spreadsheets might be more streamlined than databases, but they gener- 
ally don’t offer the ability to structure and label data items as fully as a 
database; neither do they allow you to query a database. Databases allow 
you to update records in bulk, cross-reference records in different tables 
and retrieve all records that match certain criteria - all extremely tough or 
impossible functions in a spreadsheet. 

Email client 

An email client is a computer application capable of accessing and managing 
your emails. The application runs on your desktop and enables you to send, 
receive and organise your email. It’s called a client because this email system 
is based on client-server architecture. The clients send the mail to a central 
server, which re-routes the mail to its intended destination. Typically, email 
clients require an email address to be set up and configured before users 
can start using their email services through the client. The client is activated 
when a user runs it. From then onwards, whenever you want to create and 
send mail, the email client will automatically handle the task by linking to 
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your email account. Email clients often include scheduling calendars and/ 
or a task-monitoring system. 

Publishing platform 

Printing of documents and images require them to first be ‘published’. Before 
computers became commonplace, the publishing process required huge 
printing presses that copied and duplicated pages. The text and graphics 
would have to be printed out separately, placed on a single sheet, taped in 
place, copied and then printed. Luckily, computers with Graphical User 
Interfaces allow this entire process to be done electronically. Though the 
term is commonly used to refer to professional publishing, technically any 
occasion you use a computer to create a printable document, it can be con- 
sidered ‘desktop publishing’. Documents such as newsletters, brochures, 
books, web pages, greeting cards, business cards, letterheads and signage 
are all created using desktop publishing software. There was a time when 
desktop publishing was exclusively about printing. Now however, it includes 
publishing documents as PDFs or e-books and publishing to blogs and 
design websites. It also includes designing content for multiple platforms 
such as smartphones and tablets. So what started off primarily for print 
purposes, can now be explained as the assembly of digital files for both, 
printing and electronic distribution. The advancements in word processors 
have blurred the line between them and desktop publishing software, and 
while some may argue that this combined with the decline of print media 
spells doom for desktop publishing, desktop publishing is still relevant and 
can handle both, print and online presence of organisations - something 
that web design can’t handle alone. 

Project management software 

Unlike individual planners, project management software is meant for 
organisations to manage large-scale projects from start to finish, while 
allowing employees at different levels to contribute their input in the process. 
Project management as a concept began in the world of Engineering and 
Construction. Large-scale projects required management to see through 
the completion of the entire project. Project management techniques such 
as PERT and CPM started came to the fore, and this was the advent of 
multiple project management techniques. Inevitably, these techniques and 
software were intertwined to automate the whole management process. All 
project management software caters to the primary functions of project 
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management - planning, scheduling, resource allocation, communication 
and documentation. They can help create and assign tasks, track time for 
all tasks, notify about deadlines and status reports and provide updat- 
able calendars to include scheduled meetings, dates and contacts. Today, 
a plethora of PC, browser and client based project management software 
exist and have become an integral part of almost all types of businesses. 

Collaboration software 

Collaboration, about a couple of decades ago, would have meant sitting 
together around a table, and pooling in all your resources to brainstorm 
over an idea. Today, however the definition has taken a drastic turn. Col- 
laboration today relies mainly on technology, not on proximity. Workers 
today are always on the run, and with time being a scarce resource, pro- 
ductivity cannot be compromised for issues such as travel. This radical 
change in the pace of the business world has led to a clear-cut demand for 
collaboration software, which enables people to stay connected and work 
together on projects from any location on nearly any device. Before docu- 
ments could be shared electronically, collaborating on documents would 
require manual transfer to and from different parties until the consolidated 
version was created. Collaboration software is an umbrella term for a wide 
variety of products, as technically any software that helps with communica- 
tion, conferencing or co-ordination can be termed collaboration software. 
Collaboration software usually encompasses anything from email to dis- 
cussion boards to document management, project management, intranet, 
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workflow tools, and even instant messaging. Some collaboration suites 
offer you a collection of multiple individual collaboration tools, offering a 
single one-stop solution. 

Now that we’re done explaining the basics of a generic productivity suite, 
let’s check out the various alternatives that are up for grabs in the market. 
There’s no shortage in the number of productivity suites available with liter- 
ally hundreds of options, but undoubtedly the most popular is Microsoft 
Office. One of the primary reasons for this is that most of the computers in 
the world (more than 85%) run on the popular Windows Operating System. 
And since Microsoft Office is the apex office suite available for Windows, 
it’s obvious why it’s the number one choice for almost all Windows users. 
In addition, most of these computers come with full or trial versions of the 
software pre-installed upon buying them, making it the obvious go-to for 
most consumers. Nevertheless, to choose the best productivity suite you’d 
need to first gauge your own requirements. You may find programs from a 
particular company to be better suited to your needs. And then there’s the 
question of availability. Different professions may demand different func- 
tional abilities from their productivity software, which might be available 
only in a few. Some of the most popular productivity suites are listed below: 

• Microsoft Office 2013 or Office 365 (Windows) 

• Kingsoft Office (Windows, Android, Linux) 

• Apache Open Office (Previously Openoffice.org) (Mac, Windows, Linux 
- Open Source) 
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• Libre Office (Mac, Windows, Linux - Open Source) 

• Google Docs (Cloud) 

• Zoho (Cloud) 

• ThinkFree (Cloud, Android) 

• NeoOffice (Mac OSX) 

Part of the challenge of developing productivity software is creating 
features that are easy to use and novel. Users can be very picky about 
certain features necessitating intuitive features which shouldn’t take too 
much effort getting used to. 

We’ve seen a trend of some companies choosing to create Open Source 
software while others stick to their proprietary software. The latest trend is 
the gradual shift towards online productivity suites from traditional desktop 
software. Which of these tools is likely to work better for you? Let’s find out... 

Features 

First up, let’s look at the differences in features of both, online productivity 
suites and desktop productivity suites. Most traditional office suites have 
developed a bunch of advanced features over the years, and organisations 
that have gotten used to them will find them hard to replace. Online tools 
might work okay with standard documents such as reports, memos, pres- 
entations etc. but they don’t offer the more sophisticated features of their 
desktop counterparts. Features such as easy formatting or detailed control 
over fonts - stuff many tech savvy users usually rely on - wouldn’t neces- 
sarily be present online. In general, desktop applications can be typecast 
to be more robust than their online counterparts. No online office suite will 
give you the complete functionality of an installed suite. However, it can 
provide all the basic features an average user might need and then some. 
And if you aren’t sure whether or not an online suite is right for you, just 
upload a document and check out whether it includes all the features that 
you’re comfortable with. 

Access & Compatibility 

One attractive aspect of online suites is the fact that you can access them 
from any computer connected to the internet. This is a huge advantage, 
since you can access and work on your information from anywhere with 
an internet connection. So as long as you have a relatively decent internet 
connection, you should be good to go. Most web service applications are 
interoperable across multiple platforms, thus giving them an edge when 
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NeoOffice Writer 


it comes to compatibility. With desktop suites, even across the same brand 
of computers, compatibility issues might arise due to frequent updates 
or software upgradation in phases - so one part of an organisation might 
work with software one or two versions behind the others (as it often 
happens with .doc and .docx). Web services, on the other hand, don’t face 
this problem since the service provider updates functionality uniformly. 
The reliance on internet, however, pops up one negative: you’re heavily 
dependent on the online vendor to stay up and running - if it goes down, 
there’s nothing you can do except wait for the service to be restored. 

Security 

In terms of security, both offline and online suites are generally secure. 
Traditional office suite files are as secure as your computer already is. 
They should generally be safe if you have a good firewall in place and 
password protection for your computer. Online docs - being password 
protected as well - are generally safe from prying eyes. However, you can 
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never be too safe, and extremely 
sensitive information such as 
credit card information merits 
additional security. It’s better 
not to store such information 
online. If you’re a conspiracy 
theorist and believe that the 
entire internet is being moni- 
tored by the NSA or aliens alike, 
then it’s better you stay away 
from online tools as they’re 
likely not the choice for you. 

There’s no doubt that overall, traditional office suites are visually more 
appealing. But online suites are not far behind and are now being based 
on Java to amplify their visual appeal as well. When it comes to interface 
though, familiarity is the key. Users usually take to software that they find 
familiar and intuitive. Microsoft Office, being the traditional favourite, has 
been emulated in the interface of many office suites. This is a definite selling 
point for these software. 

Cost 

While cost might not be a huge problem for organisations, it usually is for 
most individuals. Many online suites are considerably much cheaper, or 
even free in some cases. 

That’s the starting point for everything you need to know about produc- 
tivity suites. Hang on tight as we move on to explore office suites in detail. □ 
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DEEP DRILL 
INTO A GENERIC 
OFFICE SUITE 

Whether you’ve used office suites for 
years or are just beginning to take 
advantage of the services, this section 
will lay bare the many common features 
and components that are essential for 
you to accomplish your tasks 


(/i/n/cdi9it 



18 


DEEP DRILL INTO A GENERIC OFFICE SUITE 


T he marketplace for various office productivity suites is fairly 
diverse, but it’s built on the perennial needs of the consumer from 
before the digital age. Across all its included applications, from 
word processing programs to spreadsheet applications, we’ll 
generally find the basic components of all office suites to be very similar. 
In order to best understand the most fundamental designs and features of 
an office suite, we’ll walk you through the look and feel of the three critical 
applications in any office suite - the word processor, spreadsheet program 
and presentation maker. 

Word processor 

Word processing applications are the cornerstone of all office suites and 
knowing your way around them is a must for everyone using a computer. 
From drafting letters to writing full-length novels, a good word processor 
can help you make the most of your computer to do any writing related work. 
And even though today’s software marketplace is littered with a variety of 
options from the subscription-based MS Office 365’s Word to cloud-based 
Google Docs, they’re all built with the same basic set of tools. 



This is what a generic word processor looks like 


Look and feel 

The layout and design of any word processing application is meant to give 
users maximum space to write, edit and read their work. So the largest part 
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of the screen’s real estate is dedicated to the virtual page on which all content 
is displayed. It doesn’t matter which word processing application you’re 
using, the layout is fairly generic in terms of essential tools and options. 
The layout adds all the necessary and frequently used tools and options on 
the screen’s borders for easy visibility and access. 

Title Bar 

The topmost panel of the word processing window is the title bar. This is 
where the name of the document is displayed. By default, the name will 
usually be “Untitled” or “Document 1" in most word processors and needs 
to be manually set when saving your work. 

Tabs/Menu options 

Below the Title Bar are displayed the key components of the program. They 
may be categorised using a Tabs or Menu Bar style and contain options such 
as Insert, Layout and Review. By switching between these different tabs 
or menu options, their respective tool sets are accessed. The default tab or 
menu selection only displays the universally relevant controls necessary 
for multipurpose text formatting. 

Exploring the tabs 

The Control Bar layout is layered in tabs so the many possible options are 
not immediately visible in default view. Clicking on these tabs will give 
you many tools that can come in handy. Not all word processing software 
make all the tools immediately accessible. In some cases, depending on the 
version of the application being used (free or paid) the tools may or may 
not be included. 

The ‘Insert’ tab or another similar control menu option presents a selec- 
tion of new options on your screen. These options help you quickly make 



You'll find tabs like these in any office application 
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changes to the pages of your document by adding new blank pages, page 
breaks and designed cover pages. There are also options for including tables, 
pictures, shapes and charts, which can enhance the overall accuracy and 
quality of any professionally made document. 

The Insert Tab also considers the use of web-related text content such as 
URLs and hyperlinks by providing a web content shortcut. This is where 
you can format and organise your links cleanly. The tab also includes the 
technical documentation tools used by researchers and students/teachers 
to mention details not present in the body of the text - like the header and 
footers - on every page of the document in a uniform style. There’s also the 
useful option of adding automatic page numbers. Then there are options to 
add text boxes, word art, symbols and other assorted text-based information 
that isn’t basic but many times necessary when creating a comprehensive 
text document. 

You may find an assortment of other tabs next to the Insert Tab, but they 
vary greatly across different office suites. In general, they all include some 
common features, such as detailed access to Page Layout and Review options. 
The detailed Page Layout options allow you to tweak every aspect of your 
text document that will affect its final overall appearance. Here, you can 
customise the themes that include templates of text styles, size, colour, font 
etc. Page Setup gives you more control over printing options such as margins, 
orientation and page size. It allows you to divide pages into columns or add 
page breaks and line numbers. Tools for customising and adding analogue 
security such as printed watermarks are also available in these tabs. You 

may also find shortcuts to 
change the page’s colour 
and define its borders. 

Controls and tools 
The primary tools and 
controls are prominently 
displayed in every word 
processing program just 
below the title bar in a menu bar or within tabs. They cover a variety of 
essentials functions that can be found grouped together based on relevance. 
► Design/Format: The first set is a combination of text formatting options. 
It includes buttons for Cut-Copy-Paste along with controls to alter font 
style/size/colour, size change and case and add text formatting/effects/ 
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highlighting. All of these tools are grouped together and can be used to 
enhance and augment how text appears on the document in a variety 
of ways. 

► Layout: The second group contains paragraph controls allowing you to 
choose how you want your text organised. Other office suites may have 
a different name for it but its sub-components are usually the same. It 
includes buttons to quickly add numbering, bullet points, lists, indents, 
text alignment, line spacing, shading, sorting and text borders. All these 
are layout features that easily allow you to organise the appearance of 
your text by making changes to their placement, size and position. 

► Style: The third category essentially contains a shortcut to pre-set com- 
binations of Design, Format and Layout for quicker use. The Style menu 
has a wide assortment of onboard and downloadable combinations of 
text formatting options, which can add style and glamour to any body 
of text. They appear in a dropdown menu with preview icons that give 
you a sample of how they’ll alter your text. Simple select the part of the 
text you wish to change and select one of the Style types. The preset 
options make it easier to select from styles such as Heading, Title, Sub- 
title, Emphasis and more. 

► Editing and Proofing: There may or may not be shortcuts to two essential 
document features along with the above mentioned options depending 
on your office suite. The Editing and Proofing buttons allow you to check 
the grammatical accuracy of your text with just a click of the mouse. 

Ruler 

The next tool on the word processing screen is where the “What You See Is 
What You Get” user interface actually begins to take hold. The horizontal 
ruler is a bar running across the display of your word processing application 
that proportionately represents real world physical units of measurements 
on your screen. Another vertical ruler runs alongside the borders of your 
screen as well. It shows you how much of the printed page is within the 
borders of the rulers. The default unit is in inches and gives you a preview 
of your document’s size when it will be printed. The doc by default is set to 
print in the A4 format, which is equivalent to 11.93 x 15.98 inches (21 x 29.7 
centimeters). These settings can be changed depending on your require- 
ments and feature a wide range of sizes from Legal size to Envelope size. 
The ruler can be customised from the Tools option or by simply dragging 
the ruler with your cursor. 
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Status Bar 

Below the main text body at the bottom of the screen, many word processing 
applications feature a horizontal bar called a Status Bar. This space contains 
all the essential information pertaining to the text in the doc that you’ll need 
to have a quick glance at. Things such as number of pages, word count, view 
size (zoomable - in and out) and viewing style of the document (outline 
view, web layout view, full screen reading, etc) show up in the status bar. 

It’s always a good idea to take the time to explore whichever application 
you’re using to discover these essential tools. 


Spreadsheets 

Office suites come bun- 
dled with some very 
powerful software that are 
rarely ever used by most 
people. Spreadsheets are 
perceived as simple table 
making tools, occasionally handy when designing charts and graphs. But 
the power of most spreadsheet applications is rarely understood as they 
make dealing with large quantities of data easy. Spreadsheets organise 
numerical data in the form of rows and columns to create useful models 
that can be converted into easy-to-understand graphics as well as calculate 
results for complex data sets. The design and layout of the many spread- 
sheet applications such as Microsoft Excel, Google Doc Spreadsheets and 
iWorks Numbers may differ but their core functionality remains the same. 

Look and feel 

Just like word processing applications, the Title Bar at the very top of 
the screen displays the name of the spreadsheet document known as a 
‘workbook’. By default, the name of the workbook is usually “Bookl” or 
“Untitled Spreadsheet”. Below the title bar is located a unique set of tools 
and components which are organised for effective usage. This Control Bar 
runs horizontally across the screen. 

Exploring the tabs 

The Control Bar that organises the necessary tools for working with spread- 
sheets is usually in the form of tabs or a dropdown menu. The default set 
regardless of style will be explained in detail in the subsequent sections. For 
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now, let’s take a look at the other tabs 
which broaden the strength of the 
application within the ‘Insert’ Tab. 

For spreadsheets, the primary 
content is numerical data which may 
or may not have labels describing 
the association of the numbers. The 
Insert tab allows you to quickly add 
various graphical elements to illus- 
trate the function of the numerical 
data sets. The Table option quickly 
organises the data from the spread- 
sheet into a neatly formatted table. 

The next section within the Insert Tab is filled with Illustration options 
such Pictures, Clip Art and Shapes that can enhance the understandability of 
the data sets being used. The most useful form of illustrations in spreadsheet 
applications are Charts. Spreadsheet applications convert the data inserted 
in the worksheets and display it in an organised way in visual illustrations 
to show the relationship between the different data variables. 

The most commonly used charts are usually accessible from this Control 
Bar or can be found in the Menu options. It can include Columns, Line charts, 
Pie charts and Bar charts among many other options. These tools help you 
to not only convert numerical data into chart displays but also format your 
data sets to use the most suitable chart for your purpose. 

The Insert tab also has web content assistance, which makes including 
hyperlinks easier and tidier. The final section in this tab has text-based 
tools, which allow you to change the appearance and format of text within 
your spreadsheets. 

Another essential tab or menu option included holds a set of tools that 
are the real power centre of the application - mathematical functions. Since 
spreadsheets are created to work with numerical data, this section of the 
menu provides easy and direct access to mathematical tools or functions, 
with which you can manipulate your data to arrive at solutions. 

The Functions menu includes all the essential mathematical tools such 
as ‘Auto Sum’ - which can automatically total any set of cells from the 
spreadsheet - along with other functions such as Average, Compound 
Interest, Logical functions, Trigonometric functions, Statistical functions 
and Engineering-related functions. The use of all these various mathematical 
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tools is contingent on the user, making spreadsheet software an indispen- 
sable tool for many people, from using it to do your homework to simply 
calculating the average balance on your bank statement. 

Controls and tools 
The default set that 
appears in the main menu 
is the most frequently 
required sets of tools in a 
spreadsheet application. 

► Clipboard/Menu: This 
button is the shortcut to the Cut-Copy- Paste options from your clipboard. 
It may also include basic formatting options with which you can change 
the appearance of your workbook and worksheet. 

► Text formatting: Since spreadsheets display numerical data associated 
with variables in the form of text, there exist basic tools for altering text. 
The Font options allow you to change the font type/size/colour/format 
(bold, italics and underline) and text highlight colour. 

► Alignment: The next sub-component is concerned with how the text is 
oriented on the spreadsheet. Text orientation, Indent, Wrap Text, Merge 
and options for the vertical and horizontal alignment of the text within 
the spreadsheet cells are all grouped together. The Merge options are 
especially useful as they allow you to combine adjacent cells to create a 
better defined organisation of your data. 

► Numbers formatting: Numbers included in any spreadsheet can require 
a wide variety of formats depending on their origin; for example, currency 
is presented in a manner different from weights and measurements. The 
Numbers menu in the Control bar allows you to set the formatting of 
numbers in the spreadsheet to their appropriate style as well as easily 
set the maximum decimal point value across the data set. These options 
may or may not be part of the default view but will definitely be acces- 
sible through the menu options. 

► Styles: The manner in which the data appears in the spreadsheets will 
determine how easy it is to access, organise and manipulate. So more than 
just serving up “style” , the Styles options prove to be of great functionality. 
Different spreadsheet applications offer varying degrees of flexibility to 
alter the worksheet style, but basic features such as setting up a group of 
cells as a table or colour coding them is almost always included. 
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► Editing/Proofing: The last essential set of tools in the Control bar is to 
do with the detailing and accuracy of the worksheet. The Editing menu 
includes text-based features, but the options mostly to do with how you 
modify the data set. Here, you have Sort option and Filter option with 
which you can rearrange the same data set to focus on different aspects 
of the information. 

The Worksheet 

The main component of a spreadsheet application is the worksheet that 
takes up most of the screen’s real estate. The seemingly infinite scrollable 
cells arranged in rows and columns are horizontally preceded by a thin 
bar called the Function field. It is in this space that all the operational and 
mathematical functions of any given cell are displayed. This display lets you 
look at the actual content of the cell while the spreadsheet only shows its 
representative content. To put it simply, a cell may show a specific number 
but that number is the result of a function that has been prescribed for that 
cell by the user. While the cell will display the number outcome of any user 
prescribed function from sums to interest calculations, the Function field 
constantly displays what function was prescribed for any selected cell. 
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The rest of the worksheet is just a display of cells, which are used to 
insert and organise data along rows and column. Below this workspace is 
another set of tabs that allow you to move between different worksheets 
within the same spreadsheet workbook and a scrollbar that lets you scroll 
horizontally across each worksheet. And at the very bottom lies the Status 
Bar of the worksheet which ends with Display options such as Page View 
styles and Zoom View sliders. 

The spreadsheet is essentially an automated Math book, where data 
can be inserted and then automatically processed using a large number of 
operations. The knowledge needed to translate analogue data to the formats 
necessary for the spreadsheet application to process it, however, is learnt 
separately and tutorials on how to do this aren’t necessarily provided with 
any spreadsheet application. 

Presentation maker 

The presentation maker application of any office suite is designed to dynami- 
cally enhance the visual style and appearance of your data. The closest 
generational technology that was used prior to presentation making applica- 
tion were analogue overhead projectors on which transparent plastic sheets 
containing printed or written information would be laid. The ability to display 
information to an audience using easy and efficient software helps the user 
better focus his energy on deciding the best way to make a powerful impact. 
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Look and feel 

As with most office suite applications, there’s a Title Bar at the top of the 
screen that displays the name of the presentation document, commonly 
titled as “Presentationl” or “Untitled Presentation”. Under the title bar is 
the now familiar Control menu where all the tools and components of the 
application are organised in either tabs or menu options. 

Exploring the tabs 

The Tabs or Menu options on the application are once again organised for 
efficiency and by relevance based on their frequency of use. The options 
are layered in menus or tabs and include Insert, Design, Transitions/Ani- 
mation, Slideshow and Review as some of the common sections. Let’s first 
take a look at these tools. 

The Insert option, once again, is found within the Control tab or menu 
options of this application. The sub-components of this section are the fol- 
lowing: Add New Slide, Insert Table and Insert Pictures (which may also 
allow for images from the web, screenshots and photo albums). Besides 
pictures, you can also insert illustrations in the form of shapes, art and 
charts into your presentation. 

The Shapes function, as we’ll elaborate on later, is useful for drawing 
customised models. The Art function is a programmed set of graphical 
templates that use shapes and illustrations to enhance the information, 
not only in appearance but also in its organisation. What this means is that 
you can use an organisational format that’s visually easier to understand 
while also being appealing in view. The Charts option replicates its function 
from spreadsheet applications and is essential if you want to use core data 
to create charts for your presentation. 

There’s also a separate Text tools option which allows users to insert 
text boxes — the most common element in presentations. Other avail- 
able options such as Header/Footer allow users to add text content at the 
top and/or bottom of the slides. Copyright information or other relevant 
information goes here. 

Along with the above mentioned tools, there may also be options to 
quickly include multimedia content such as audio and video files. These 
files are embedded into the presentation doc from the files accessible to 
the computer running the presentation application. The tools allow you 
to easily and quickly modify how these files function and appear within 
your presentation. 


thinkdi9\\ 


28 


DEEP DRILL INTO A GENERIC OFFICE SUITE 


The next visible tab set or menu option may be the Design tool set which 
has a very direct and elegant purpose. The tools here present the user with 
templates and samples of various themes and theme variants with a preset 
assortment of well co-ordinated text, font, colour and background options. 
These themes and variants are numerous and save a lot of time when putting 
together a quick presentation while ensuring that it looks good. 

Presentation files for professional use must be seamless with none of 
the tools cluttering the audience’s view. For this purpose, these presenta- 
tions are usually displayed as slideshows where the audience only sees the 
content in each slide as it appears one after another occupying the whole 
screen. Many presentation applications have a Slideshow tab or menu option. 

This set of tools gives you quick access to manage how the slideshow 
appears on execution. It lets you choose the way you want the slideshow 
to begin, the options of which may vary from ‘Start at First Slide’ to ‘Start 
from Current Slide’. Some online cloud based applications even allow for 
direct presentation to a URL which is distributed to a far away audience. 
Along with this, there’s usually a Custom Slideshow option which makes it 
easy to tweak all the little aspects of the slideshow for a more personal look. 

The Transition and Animation tools are in another tab and very popular 
when making a presentation using an office suite. Presentations that are 
engaging and vibrant are more impactful. These tools help you achieve 
that goal by giving you the option of adding effects as the slides change in a 
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presentation. The detailed tools in these options allow you to control every 
small aspect of how one slide moves on and another slide moves in to fill the 
screen. The tools provided within come with a host of presets with which 
different transitions styles such as ‘Fade’ and ‘Shatter’ can be combined 
with animation styles to make your presentation look dynamic and slick. 

Another section of this toolbar allows you to set up automated slideshows 
where the transitions are preset and not based on manual access. Automated 
slideshows work almost like movies with image or text slides moving from 
one to another at predetermined intervals. The settings for the timings 
can be modified at this part of the screen and may also include advanced 
features such as voice-over narrations and other multimedia inclusivity. 

Other tabs or menu tools found often include Review, View and Monitor 
options. The Review and View option allows you to see a preview of the 
presentation or slideshow as it would appear before the final audience, and 
is an essential part of ensuring that all aspects of the media, images, text, 
transitions and animations perform exactly as intended. The Monitor option 
may not be found in all applications but is essential for times when you need 
to display your presentation on a screen that isn’t your own. Since format- 
ting and visual appearance may change depending of the particularities of 
different screens used, this option augments your presentation to achieve 
optimised performance and appearance without any major technical hassle. 

Controls and tools 

► Clipboard/Menu: The 

default view of the Control 
menu shows similar con- 
trols as those we’ve seen 
in word processing and 
spreadsheet programs. 

The Clipboard/Menu 
button gives access to the 
Cut-Copy-Paste options and includes the overall basic formatting options 
with which the appearance of the entire presentation can be changed. 

► Slides: The next set of tools contains tools unique to the presentation 
application. It includes Add New Slide, Slide Layout and Slide Section 
options, all of which quickly allow you to change the general organisa- 
tion of your slides. 

► Font: Since presentation slides use all forms of media, the option to 
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adjust the appearance of text fonts is also included. The tools common 
to all office suites such as font type/size/emphasis/spacing/colouring, 
case change and highlighting are all included here. 

► Paragraphs/Body format: This section adds other word processing 
tools to the presentation application. The tools for adding bullets, num- 
bering, indenting, line spacing, alignment and text fragmenting are all 
included along with a few presentation centric text tools. Tools such 
as Text Orientation allows you to type in more than just the horizontal 
direction and even converts your text into artistic forms to make it look 
more graphic and illustrative in appearance. 

► Drawing tools: The set of tools is very important in making effective 
presentations. Drawing tools are essential to illustrate custom designed 
models that present complex information in a relatable way. Most appli- 
cations come with templates but the drawing tools allows you to use a 
wide variety of shapes to demonstrate your content with shapes such 
as lines, arrows, logic boxes, polygons etc. You can also choose the way 
these shapes are displayed and make other tweaks to their appearance. 

Key features of a good office suite 

Office suites come in all types and sizes, from free-to-use applications to 
premium paid for subscriptions. They all offer a unique value to their 
customers and are chosen based on need and willingness to pay. Since the 
features provided will vary remarkably based on the office suite you use, you 
must know what features to look out for. They can be considered essential for 
the program to be considered an effective office suite. Here are the features 
you need to look for when con- 
sidering an office suite. 

► Grammar Check: One of 
the earliest, and perhaps 
most essential tools, that 
comes included with most 
office suites today across 
all their applications is 
grammar check. Any office 
suite without it would be 
less useful or efficient. The inability of the software to highlight and 
correct common grammatical mistakes would make the task of creating 
an error-free block of text quite cumbersome. This problem is further 
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magnified in a globalised environment where subtle differences in lan- 
guage and style exist across geographies. The English used in America 
differs from that used in India and a good grammar check feature is able 
to identify and correct the mistakes automatically. In advanced packages, 
this feature extends to languages outside of the Roman script such as 
Hindi and Russian as well. It’s important to ensure that this feature is 
well developed and adequately functional for any office suite to have 
any real value. 

► Spelling Check: Just as grammar check ensures correct syntax and style 
of language, spelling check makes sure that words are spelled accurately 
depending on the language of choice. The minor differences between 
words common across languages and even those oddly spelled words 
in languages such as French or Spanish can be found out quite easily 
with a spell check 
feature. A good 
office suite comes 
bundled with a vast 
dictionary which 
can be customised 
and helps ensure 
that common mistakes in copy-editing and proofing of a document are 
automatically corrected with as limited waste of time as possible. It’s also 
helpful if these dictionaries are updatable via the internet to ensure that 
they remain relevant with the changing use of language. 

► Thesaurus: There will always be times when the right word escapes 
the users’ mind. You know what you want to say and even have a word 
for it, but it’s not the right word. An effective office suite comes with an 
in-built thesaurus lexicon, which allows you to look up words that are 
similar in meaning so that you can pick the right one. This feature is also 
effective in improving your own vocabulary as you work and essential 
towards using language in a more accurate manner as you’re writing. 

► Search and Replace: Many times it becomes necessary to make vast 
yet consistent changes across a document, such as replacing a name 
which was mistakenly used. The Search option helps you locate a search 
variable from within vast quantities of text and replace incorrect words 
or data with the correct one using the Replace tool. In combination, 
the Search and Replace tool comes with the option of making changes 
across the whole document with the single click of a button — just insert 
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the word that needs to be changed and the word it needs to be replaced 
with; E.g. Replacing the name of a character across a novel manuscript. 
Lo and behold! The hundreds of times “Ravi” is mentioned in the docu- 
ment becomes “Megatron”. 

► Word Wrap: The word wrap feature is handy when you want your text 
to be displayed beside images in a seamless fashion, similar to the way 
text is placed around images in newspapers and magazines. The word 
wrap option allows you to insert an image and have the words continue 
around it without being restricted by the blank space surrounding the 
image on one or both sides. This feature not only saves valuable print 
space but also makes your documents more professional and present- 
able. Any office suite without an easy word wrap option is lacking in 
a key feature. 

► Autocorrect and Autocomplete: In today’s quantified age where all 
our usage patterns and preferences are recorded to make work more 
efficient, Autocorrect and Autocomplete are essential tools. As the names 
suggest, these features can detect and then complete commonly used 
phrases, the date and time in the required format without you having 
to waste any time on it. Other useful advancements of this feature can 
help layout a letter document or complete commonly used names as 
well. Any office suite aimed towards productivity and automation must 
have these features. 

► Productivity templates: Another essential feature for a productivity- 
based office suite is the inclusion of document templates. There are many 
types of repeatedly used documents such as letters, invoices, brochures, 
tax sheets, EMI statements, multimedia presentation etc. which can 
easily be made using a template design. These templates take care of all 
the layout and formatting elements and allow the user to focus solely on 
the content. These types of productivity templates can save hundreds of 
work hours if used effectively and are another must have for office suites. 

► Translation: Another essential feature of a good office suite is a trans- 
lation tool which allows you to look up meanings of text from other 
languages. It can be very useful when working with people or con- 
tent from around the globe where English isn’t the primary language 
of communication. 

► Cloud and local backup: The fear of losing a work- related file is as big 
as the fear of a file that’s inaccessible due to a failure in the hardware. To 
quell your fears, cloud and backup services are a necessity. They ensure 
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that office suite files are safely backed up on the cloud and accessible 
across multiple hardware systems. This also allows you to make changes 
from anywhere and have them sync back to your own machine. 

► Compatibility - Export to PDF: Document compatibility is a key issue 
at a time when there are so many versions of the same software in the 
market. Office suite packages tend to have different formats that are not 
compatible with each other. Only recently have office suite manufac- 
turers made compatibility of document formats possible across different 
software, but this comes with the downside of unsupported fonts, for- 
matting and style. Because of this, the Adobe PDF system has remained 
the standard format for final drafts, and a good office suite must have 
a feature which allows the document to be exported in a PDF format. 

► Multimedia support: As documents have continued their migration 
away from print towards the internet and devices platform, the use of 
multimedia content in the form of embedded video, audio, animation, 
graphics and illustrations has also increased. New formats such as .ePub 
are used to make eBooks and can easily be written using office suites 
with the right training. All these developments make it necessary for 
office suites to have an efficient and powerful approach to providing 
value when using multimedia content. The office suite of the future needs 
to have simple multimedia tools that allow users to make basic edits 
to their videos, allow turnkey editing on photographs as well as allow 
for hyperlinking within the documents for ease of use and formatting. 

► Online collaboration: As the nature of the internet changes, so does 
the way in which work is conducted and managed. The ability of an 
office suite to connect a number of people via the internet to work in an 
efficient and collaborative environment is slowly becoming a must. As 
co-workers may not necessarily be in the same town or country, an office 
suite application that connects people so they can seamlessly work in 
a common environment with effective communication and collabora- 
tion tools is the way of the future. The ability to work collaboratively in 
real time across vast distances is changing the way office work is done, 
not only improving productivity but also the lifestyles of the workers. 
Currently, this type of functionality is limited to corporate packages 
but there are Open Source free-to-use systems that are also letting you 
explore this feature. □ 
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In this section, you’ll discover you needn’t 
pirate an office suite. There are indeed 
popular free-to-use offline office suites 
that are just as good as you know what. 


T he ideal product is one which you pay for according to your usage 
and means. Many times, this is nothing but a fantasy. However, 
with the proliferation of Open Source office suites that rival paid 
for applications in usage and functionality it isn’t surprising that 
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increasing variations of free offline office suites are becoming available. 
Free from the dependence on the internet for conducting your work, these 
packages allow you to make the most of office suite applications without 
having to shell out a single penny. 

Apache OpenOffice 

The Apache OpenOffice suite is one of the widest and most popular open 
source office productivity suites currently available. The application 
package comes bundled with a host of software that cover all the necessary 
requirements including word processing, spreadsheet making, presentation 
making, and database and graphic management along with many other 
useful features. 


The Apache suite 
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the functionality and Arguably one of the best free ones out there 

features of all the prod- 
ucts included. Due to the vast reach of the open source community, the 
software is easily available in an assortment of international languages and 
oriented to work across nearly all hardware and operating system platforms. 

The file storage format of the OpenOffice system is known as the inter- 
national open standard format and is compatible across most other file 
formats that are in use. This means that any file made using OpenOffice 
can be worked on using other office suite software. Apache OpenOffice is 
available for free online as a downloadable file and isn’t sold anywhere else. 

History and development 

The Apache OpenOffice system is one of the biggest examples of the suc- 
cess of open source programming in the world. The development of the 
application package began in 1985 when it was called ‘StarOffice’. The 
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former application was a proprietary product but was purchased by Sun 
Microsystems in 1999 who, within a year of its purchase, made the source 
code of the application openly accessible making it an open source experi- 
ment in community development. The name ‘OpenOffice.org’ was a result 
of the open source direction of the product by Sun and achieved over 1 
million downloads by 2001. 

The Apache OpenOffice is built around the free-to-use model which 
doesn’t require payment from users for the software. This Apache 2.0 
License allows users to make the most of the software without any strings 
attached, and makes OpenOffice legal to use for any purposes, including 
home, business, educational and public administrations use. There are also 
no limitations on the number of companies and computers that can install it. 

The Apache OpenOffice brand is backed by a team of developers primarily 
from the IBM Lotus Symphony heritage, which is a melting pot of the best 
practices of corporate technical skills and the overarching goals of the open 
source movement. Variations of this governance model for application devel- 
opment can be seen in other products such as LibreOffice (discussed later 
in this chapter), as they’re being managed on different ideological strands. 
The priority here has been to keep the system as open and free as possible. 

The Apache OpenOffice brand has achieved great success and reputa- 
tion due to its “built from scratch” design, which makes it very stable and 
consistent. As a product, it functions at the same performance levels as 
proprietary software like Microsoft Office. The biggest advantage of the 
OpenOffice system is the quick service response in the face of glitches. Faults 
and bugs reported by users are soon addressed thanks to the vast commu- 
nity of developers. This process allows the enhancement and upgradation 
of the software to happen dynamically on the fly making it very responsive 
to the user’s needs and wants. 

Working with OpenOffice 

The user interface and design of the OpenOffice system is made with the user 
in mind and is considered extremely easy to learn and use. The workflow 
is intuitive and based around people’s experience with other office suites 
making exploring and learning its features extremely natural. 

The office suite comes with the full bundle of applications: ‘Writer’ 
for word processing, ‘Calc’ for spreadsheets, ‘Impress’ for presentations, 
‘Draw’ for graphic illustration design, ‘Base’ for database use and ‘Math’ 
which is an equations editors. All these applications are built with common 
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OpenOffice is considered easy to learn and use 


features found in an office suite and include customisations such as styles 
and templates with nearly full compatibility for printing. 

With the application undergoing regular updates, the latest version of 
Apache OpenOffice 3.4 has been enhanced in the following ways: quicker 
startup, Scalable Vector Graphic support, Rich Text Format support, PDF 
compression, enhanced file encryption, layout redesign for ease of naviga- 
tion, enhanced overall graphic support, improved CSV support for spread- 
sheets and faster algorithms for mathematical programming among many 
more improvements. 

Look and feel 

Anyone who has used an office suite or any office-based application will find 
the layout and design very similar. The layout is built from the top down with a 
series of menu options below the Title Bar that allow access to all the tools and 
features of the application. The menu bar contains options such as File, Edit, 
View, Insert, Format, Table and Tools from where users can tweak their files. 

The tool bar below the menu bar can be customised but the default 
arrangement gives you access to the most commonly used tools in the 
application. The prominence and familiarity of text formatting tools such 
as Clipboard, Spell Check, Alignment, Formatting, Font options, Search, 
Colour and Highlight is distinct. These basic options are interspersed with 
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A lot can be achieved by exploring the properties of an office application 

application specific tools, which you'll notice when you compare the Write 
application to the Draw application. A new feature for some will be the Navi- 
gator section to the right of the screen which displays lists of all the objects 
in the document such as tables, text boxes, hyperlinks, graphics and draw 
objects. This allows users to quickly work with any particular component. 

The rest of the application design is the same as any office suite with 
a majority of the screen devoted to the work space for the document file, 
presentation slide or spreadsheet cells. The ruler helps to define the print 
output parameters of the file while the status bar at the bottom presents you 
with most of the pertinent data regarding the file being worked on such as 
number of pages, word count, view type and a zoom slider. 

LibreOffice 

LibreOffice is a relatively recent addition to the free open source world of 
software and came into existence in 2010 thanks to the efforts of The Docu- 
ment Foundation. The LibreOffice productivity suite has branched out of 
the OpenOffice.org systems, and is very similar to not only OpenOffice.org 
but NeoOffice as well. All of them share the same large pool of open source 
developers operating under different governance models. 

The LibreOffice productivity suite is just as comprehensive in design and 
packaging with all the essential office applications such as word processing, 
spreadsheet making, presentation applications, slideshow makers, illustra- 
tion and graphics application, database design software and mathematical 
formula makers. LibreOffice shares many of its technical features with its 
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cousins OpenOffice.org 
and NeoOffice, mainly 
its file format design 
which is the interna- 
tional ISO/IEC standard 
open document format. 

These similarities mean 
that users would be 
unable to distinguish 
the operational features 
of the suite from that of 
its cousins and enjoy the 
same level of adaptability and usability. 

Due to the rise in popularity of proprietary office suite formats such as 
Microsoft Office, developers have made changes to open source software 
to increase compatibility of files across platforms. Even as time progresses, 
glitches in formatting and layout are still being worked on and the property 
of the file format being interchangeable is imminent. The application is 
available in over 110 languages and is functional across all major operating 
systems including Microsoft Windows, Apple’s Mac OS X (Snow Leopard 
and beyond) and Linux. 

History and development 

The history of LibreOffice begins within the world of Apache’s OpenOffice. 
org organisation. Despite its open source systems and free-to-use model, the 
OpenOffice.org systems are operated and governed by a corporate entity, 
which is made up of major companies such as IBM and Sun. This form of 
governance and oversight was considered by many within the developers 
community of OpenOffice.org as being too over-reaching and controlling. 
The problem was addressed when The Document Foundation was created. 

The Document Foundation was created towards the end of 2010 and 
become a legal entity in 2012 as a not for profit organisation solely focused on 
promoting open source document management applications. The members 
within the OpenOffice.org who were at odds with the corporate heads of 
their organisation forked off and created a new variation of the open source 
productivity suite and named it LibreOffice in Germany. This was mainly 
since all the developers who were working on the OpenOffice.org system 
were required to assign their copyright to the corporate entity (Oracle, at 
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that time). The ideology of the LibreOffice is to build a cutting edge open 
source development environment where a universally supported standard, 
known as ODF or Open Document Format for Office applications, is used 
without any corporate control. 

Another key factor playing a role in the introduction of the new system 
was OpenOffice.org’s period of stasis during the mid-2000 under Sun 
Microsystems’ control when developer contributions were not being 
accepted and new features were also drying up. This was mainly because 
most of its new developments were being directed to IBM’s Lotus Symphony 
due to a proprietary contract between Sun and IBM. The need to ignite open 
source innovation free from corporate control motivated many to move 
away from the parent entity and create a new system. 

Working with LibreOffice 4.2 

The latest release of the office suite is LibreOffice 4.2, which is mainly tar- 
geted at users wishing to get started with a completely new and powerful 
version of an open source suite. The design and operations of this version 
are specifically meant for users who’ve grown used to Microsoft’s Office 
systems expecting the same level of stability and functionality, especially 
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Calc the spreadsheet program in LibreOfficecan do charts and graphs 


in an enterprise environment. The package of applications contains ‘Writer’ 
(word processing), ‘Calc’ (spreadsheet), ‘Impress’ (presentations), ‘Draw’ 
(graphics and illustrations), ‘Base’ (database), ‘Math’ (formulas) and ‘Charts’. 

The new version comes with full support for Microsoft-based OpenXML 
file formats, making transitioning and migrating from one system to another 
very easy. New features that level up its functionality with those of Microsoft 
are constantly being updated to narrow the divide on a daily basis. The 
conversion between the file formats is error-free in all the ways that matter, 
with only minor errors that don’t cause any significant issues. 

Beyond the Microsoft-based constraints, LibreOffice 4.2 also makes 
a point to take on Apple’s office suite format starting with Keynote and 
slowing moving towards broadening the interoperability over time. Along 
with these new improvements over a typical open source system, LibreOf- 
fice has also made it a point to achieve significant stability with the next 
generation of operating systems such as Windows 8. It has also managed 
to achieve higher performance results when it comes to mathematical func- 
tions common in spreadsheet applications. The new version significantly 
enhances the calculation performance using massive parallel operational 
formulas that employ system GPUs. 
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In addition to performance and system structure, LibreOffice has also 
overhauled its design and style. The suite is now supported on a variety of 
operating systems other than giants such as FreeBSD. Together all of these 
upgrades make LibreOffice truly an enterprise grade office suite at zero cost. 

Look and feel 

The experience of working on LibreOffice is very similar to that of OpenOf- 
fice.org due to their shared origins and development strategy. LibreOffice has 
simply taken the template appearance and user interface of OpenOffice and 
upgraded it with new visual tweaks in its latest release. The screen layout 
and menu options are fairly consistent with other office suite programs 
with minor differences. 

The key features that distinguish the software lie in its Math and Base 
applications. The Math user interface has been simplified and streamlined 



The Novell edition 


to provide a beautiful work experience. Users can easily create and add new 
formulas and equations with ease as the equation programming is simplified 
to a lower window and the main screen is devoted to formulae creation. This 
makes adding complex strings of algorithms and parsing the functions far 
easier than before. The Base application has a very useful onboard Query 
Wizard feature that makes it easier to understand, learn and implement 
the more advanced aspects of database design and management. 
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Apart from these differences, the LibreOffice styling is its most significant 
differentiating feature as none of its glitz comes at the cost of performance 
and only enhances the visual experience of working with the office suite. 
Since the key intention of the latest version is to proliferate itself as an 
enterprise grade application, the simple and efficient design is very easy 
to work with. 



The relatively unknown player 


NeoOffice 

Open source content develop- 
ment software like NeoOffice is 
usually found on either Linux- 
based or Windows-based sys- 
tems with very little attention 
being drawn to the Mac world. 

It’s the answer to the prayers 
of business users who wish to 
enjoy the full functionality and 
features of proprietary software 
without having to pay through 

the nose. NeoOffice, as we previously mentioned, is a close cousin of the 
OpenOffice.org systems and was formed in the early 2000s with the first 
stable release in mid-2003. 

The application suite was ported from the original OpenOffice.org NeoOf- 
fice’s development pool, which is relatively smaller than most other open 
source communities. This lack of resources is reflected in the package’s 
focus on core applications. The current version of NeoOffice comes bundled 
with the standard software set: ‘Writer’ (word processor), ‘Spreadsheet’, 
‘Presentation’ and ‘Drawing’. The other applications such as Formula and 
Database are not as advanced as those from non-Mac open source suites 
and are considered a work in progress. 

Another result of the development crunch in the NeoOffice systems is 
that the most recent version is being distributed as Donationware instead 
of Freeware. NeoOffice 3.4.1 is currently available only on the payment of a 
minimum donation of $10, whereas the earlier versions can still be found 
free. The application suite is available in the Mac App store. 


History and development 

Following the release of the OpenOffice.org application for Windows, 
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the need for an open source productivity office suite was felt for Mac 
machines. To fulfill this need, a group of developers began the process of 
natively porting the suite to the Mac OS X in 2003 with the project title of 
‘NeoOffice/J’. The ‘J’ version was dubbed as such because it used the Java 
integration feature of Mac OS X to operate a native application. Another 
variation called ‘NeoOffice/C’ was also attempted using Apple’s Cocoa API, 
but it was eventually set aside in favour of the Java-based design. 

Working with NeoOffice 

The key feature of NeoOffice that will appeal to any Mac user is its deep 
integration with the Mac operating system’s design. The functionality and 
user interface is designed with Mac operators in mind and meant to serve 
as a reasonable alternative to highly priced app store office suites. The 
keyboard mapping along with the dropdown menu options make NeoOf- 
fice a familiar space for Mac users while retaining the best in intuitive user 
interface. The native support for Mac OS X’s font database and orientation 
towards making the most of the Retina Display technology make the creation 
of media rich documents quick and easy. The biggest focus has remained 
on promoting intersystem operability with cross support for file formats 
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across the board including Microsoft and OpenOffice files through the 
continued development of the Open Document format. 

A unique offering from the NeoOffice office suite is its integration with Mac 
OS X Gatekeeper, which is supported on Mac OS 10.8 Mountain Lion build 
onwards. This feature is intended to protect users’ machines against malware 
that may harm their computers. Due to the wide proliferation of various open 
source versions of the NeoOffice suite, the developers have an Apple author- 
ised signature on each installer of NeoOffice ensuring that no malicious ware 
is used to exploit the systems. However, this may be considered a limiting 
feature as it means that only the employees of the core company, Planamesa 
Inc. are authorised to make direct changes that will be accepted by Mac OS 
X Gatekeeper as opposed to variations made by independent developers. 

Look and feel 

The NeoOffice suite is a seamless part of the Mac OS ecosystem with a sleek 
top screen menu bar from where its operations can be run. The application 
suite fits cozily within the Mac applications bar and uses efficient system 
memory; however, the recent version is considered to be more process 
heavy while running complex tasks such as producing media heavy files 
and executing large mathematical calculations. Nonetheless, these limita- 
tions don’t pose a significant challenge to the application or the user with 
a sufficiently recent hardware system. 
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The design of individual applications is kept within the familiar layout 
that people have grown used to over the years. The layering of toolbars 
isn’t in tabs, but in sliding control panels which can be side scrolled to find 
the required tool. The inclusion of a variety of templates and designs for 
different file types such as presentation and charts allows for a diverse 
means to express ideas and data, which is of special note considering that 
the suite is available for free. 

Kingsoft Office Basic 

The Kingsoft Office productivity suite, also known as ‘KSO’ or ‘KSOffice’, 
is a set of applications originally developed in 1988 in China. The official 
software package of the office suite was only formalised in 2001 with the 
release of WPS Office in 2001 when it became commercially available to the 
Chinese enterprise market. It is currently available as Kingsoft Office Free- 
ware 2013 or KSOffice 2013 and includes the key applications of ‘Kingsoft 
Writer’ (word processing), ‘Kingsoft Spreadsheets’ and ‘Kingsoft Presenta- 
tion’. The Pro version of the software is available with all the professionally 
required enterprise features while the Basic version is completely free and 
enough for casual everyday usage. 

Kingsoft is one the largest China-based software development firms 
with a long tradition of focusing on development for the internet and 

the Microsoft Windows 
operating system. But 
the evolving nature of 
the internet and alterna- 
tive operating systems, 
especially Android OS, 
has compelled Kingsoft 
to port its office produc- 
tivity suite to Linux, iOS 
and Android OSes as 
well. One of Kingsoft’s 
key areas of specialisation is development for mobile platforms, and it 
brings that value to its office suite as it’s one of the most popular mobile- 
based office suites in Asia. 

Unlike most of the other free-to-use office suites we’ve discussed so far, 
Kingsoft Office is proprietary software instead of being a product of the 
open source movement. But despite its corporate origins, it has been made 
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available as a freeware in the most essential components and garnered its 
fair share of admirers across the world. 

History and development 

WPS Office was simply an acronym for Writer-Presentation-Spreadsheet 
when it was marketed in 2001 as a commercial enterprise grade office suite. 
However, in its original design as a word processing system it was known 
as WPS under DOS’ during the late 1980s in Hong Kong when it was being 
developed for Chinese automation companies. Due to the monopolistic 
nature of Chinese markets and lack of competition from the rest of the world, 
WPS Office evolved from the immense success of the DOS-based WPS. This 
was prior to the operating system boom of Windows in the mid-1990s with 
its Windows 95 and Word 95 applications. 

The change in the global office suite competition caused by Microsoft 
pushed Kingsoft towards new innovations and development was accelerated 
to meet the challenge. Within a year, WPS 97 for Windows was available for 
release, followed in time by the WPS 2000 edition. Both of these systems 
were fairly successful within the local markets in the face of Microsoft’s own 
Word and Office suites. With this victory, Kingsoft achieved full development 
of the other complementary applications for spreadsheets and presentations 
and launched WPS Office as an office suite. 

Kingsoft’s next boost came in 2001 when it bundled an email client into 
its office suite and released the widely acclaimed WPS Office 2002. With 
each successive iteration, the office suite achieved closer familiarity to the 
predominance of Windows’ office suite and improved user migration since 
retraining requirement was minimised. Kingsoft enjoyed its biggest success 
when the Chinese government made the WPS Office suite its preferred 
standard for office use. 

Working with Kingsoft Office 

One of the biggest surprises of working on the Kingsoft Office suite is the 
similarity in experience to the Windows experience, especially Office 2013. 
The user friendly layout and design almost makes the applications appear 
to be slight modifications of the all too familiar Office 2013 design. Even the 
freeware version performs beyond expectations across all the applications 
from word processing to presentation design. 

The newest version of the software allows for the tabbing of multiple 
documents, presentations or spreadsheet files for quick switching. The small 
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Works on multiple devices 


noticeable differences lie in its technical outputs since the default file format 
used is .wps, but it can also convert, create and work in an assortment of 
mainstream formats including those from Microsoft and Adobe, with full 
support for the PDF file format. Kingsoft Office also lays special emphasis 
on security and allows for an easy-to-use encryption feature which protects 
all documents using a password system that works on both, read-only 
and write-only restrictions. All of these features are included even in the 
freeware basic version of the suite in a 50-60MB installation file, making 
it exponentially smaller than most other office suites. 

Look and feel 

The computer operation versions of Kingsoft Office will seem familiar to 
anyone who has used an office suite. The layout and design from the title 
bar down to the status bar conforms to the traditional structure we have 
come to expect. The surprise as always is that it’s nearly indistinguishable 
from Microsoft Office’s own design and layout which includes the use of 
menu tabs, screen divisions and navigational controls. The only difference 
is a thin tab bar across each applications screen below the tools menu which 
displays all the files open at the time so users can easily switch between them. 

Apart from its functionality and ease of use, of highest significance is 
the fact that Kingsoft Office 2013 works extremely well on the Android OS. 
The user interface and layout of the applications make the most use of the 
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Commenting and other options 

medium dependent on touchscreen technology. Large and easy-to-tap icons 
for most commonly used tools make even working on spreadsheet cells a 
pleasure. The use of the screen’s real estate for keyboard usage is effectively 
managed without compromising on the readability of the screen. 

The biggest wow factor of Kingsoft Office on a tablet, iOS or Android is 
its impact while making and presenting official slideshows and presenta- 
tions. The application supports all the features we’ve come to expect from 
a presentation application with only small limitations on animation use. 
And given its vast options of designs and styles along with rich templates, 
the mobile version makes working on a tablet far easier than most other 
office applications. 

SoftMaker FreeOffice 

Most users of office suites may have never even heard of SoftMaker as a 
company or its products but within the confines of Germany this company 
has had a major impact. The company has been actively producing office 
productivity software since the early 1990s, and launched its commercial 
enterprise grade office suites - SoftMaker Office - in 2006 with a follow 
up release in 2008. It has continued development and upgrades with the 
most recent upgrade in 2012. 

Just like other office suites that target the bundled applications suite 
market, SoftMaker FreeOffice comes with all the essential components, 
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including ‘TextMaker’ (word processing), ‘PlanMaker’ (spreadsheet making), 
‘Presentations’ and ‘BasicMaker’ (a visual basic programming tool). The Pro 
version of the software has more features and tools such as an integrated 
email client and a full German dictionary. Its multi-language support sys- 
tems are one of its key offerings in the European market. 

Despite the restrictions in the free versions, it functions admirably well 
in most aspects with close approximation to the tools that most people need. 
The comparison of SoftMaker FreeOffice with other freely available office 
suites has in recent years placed it significantly ahead of the competition. 
This is due to its greater compatibility with Microsoft-based files which 
other open source systems have been shown to struggle with, based on user 
response. In addition, the user interface has proven to be far more desirable 
than other open source based office suites. 

History and development 

The conceptualisation and development of SoftMaker office suites began in 
the late 1980s before the company SoftMaker was even incorporated. The 
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company formed formally in 1989 and the SoftMaker Office suite was its 
key commercial offering. However, due to stiff competition from Windows 
and other office suite providers its popularity has remained limited to 
Germany and Europe. 

As the company began to face this increasing competition, it shifted 
its focus to providing new value to the user. This came in the form of full 
compatibility with dominant file systems while offering users a new, faster, 
sleeker and more efficient alternative at a cheaper cost. The launch of Soft- 
Maker Office 2012 was the pinnacle of this development process as the 
company could now provide the top end commercial enterprise level tools 
at a fraction of the cost and it was also compatible with legacy systems. 

The introduction of the SoftMaker FreeOffice was also a part of the 
company’s proliferation strategy as it didn’t want to lose out to open source 
freeware alternatives like OpenOffice.org and LibreOffice. Its greatest 
selling points are its smaller size, memory impact and faster performance. 
In addition to this, it offers a visual basic based programming tool as well 
as an upcoming database application called ‘DataMaker’. 

Working with SoftMaker FreeOffice 2012 

The “best of both worlds” approach adopted by SoftMaker FreeOffice makes 
it a very compelling option given its free availability and performance. 
For most users who are limited to using the main applications of word 
processing, spreadsheet making and presentation creation within an office 
suite, SoftMaker FreeOffice is a pleasure to use. The key alternatives that 
SoftMaker competes against are LibreOffice due to the latter’s advanced 
features. Another area where SoftMaker is yet to grow is in the usage of 
its free version on non-Windows computers since only the professional 
version also runs on Linux and Android. 

Even though most users would recognise FreeOffice as advertising for 
the professional SoftMaker Office 2012 product, it offers some things that 
other office suites do not. Unlike LibreOffice, the German software allows 
you to access the password protected files which have been created on 
Microsoft Office if you have the password. LibreOffice and other free office 
suites are yet to include this functionality. 

But the greatest feature of SoftMaker FreeOffice is its ability to be 
installed and launched from a USB drive on any computer. The standard 
installation of SoftMaker FreeOffice comes with a portable installation option 
which allows you to carry the suite around in your pocket. With this, you 
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The presentation tod 


can use the application on any computer without having to worry about 
compatibility or conversion issues. In addition, the in built compatibility 
of Microsoft’s legacy formats means that saving and creating files though 
SoftMaker for use by others a cinch. Overall, the driving force that makes 
SoftMaker a serious consideration is how fast it is able to instantly open 
and operate truly huge sized documents and files from hundreds of pages 
of text to incalculably large spreadsheets. 


Look and feel 

The visual styling of SoftMaker FreeOffice is very similar to Microsoft 
Office 2003 and follows the clean layout that most are familiar with. The 
Menu options are neatly lined up under the title bar with all the Tools 
icon buttons lined below that. A great addition is the PDF making icon 
which adds amazing functionality to the suite since it’s a single click 
save option. 

A nice feature of the TextMaker application is the ability to view only the 
content in a continuous view style without page breaks and rulers, which 
are only indicated by faint lines. The spreadsheet application’s power and 
speed are surprising at all levels: from loading to calculations. However, there 
exist issues of formatting and layout compatibility when migrating in and 
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out of Microsoft Excel 
files since all compat- 
ibility changes have 
to be made manually. 

TextMaker comes 
just as fully equipped 
as Microsoft Word 
with only very small 
drawbacks such the 
inability to add both, 
footnotes and headers 
together. Among the 
other limitations is 
the glaring lack of 
graphics options which make any created art, drawing or chart a bit flat 
when compared to other office suites. Another lacking feature is the dynamic 
word count in the status bar. This has to be manually looked up in the Sta- 
tistics option of the menu bar. The print options have also been curtailed, 
as print quality is limited to 300 dpi, making the free version only suitable 
for basic users. Certain students or specialists may not prefer this suite. 

SSuite Office 

If any office suite currently available has a personality it has to be SSuite 
Office. This freeware solution is based on the heartwarming ideology of 
user-centric non-corporate development. The SSuite Office suite is avail- 
able directly from the company’s website and can be downloaded either 
piece meal based on your application requirements or in a comprehensive 
package known as the ‘SSuite Office - Excalibur Release’. 

The company also strongly advocates the Green movement and creates 
office software with the intention of minimising and eventually eliminating 
all print and ink based output. It even goes so far as to minimise the usage 
of the WIN32 API structure which in turn makes the software very energy 
efficient as compared to other open source JAVA or. NET based office suites. 

The software package is unique in the respect that it has been devel- 
oped by a very small group of people from scratch rather than using any 
of the available open source code. The group prides itself on its finan- 
cial independence and doesn’t solicit donations or payments for any of 
its applications. 
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History and development 

The creation of SSuite Office is overseen by South African based indie- 
developers. The suite claims to be the only freely available office suite that 
is not only oriented for best user experience but also not funded by any 
company. The team behind the creation of the product mainly consists of 
the van Loo brothers - both of whom have multiple degrees. Henk is an 
engineer with degrees in Mechanical, Electrical and Software, while Marius 
has degrees in Computer Science, Information Systems and Marketing. 

The brothers were motivated to design and release their own versions of 
an effective office suite that would offer more features and tools than those 
generally available. In doing so, they decided to go beyond the limitations 
of what an office suite included. In their SSuite Office Excalibur Release, 
they’ve bundled a few other applications such as a set of general utilities 
that include an Address Book, Envelope Printer, Calendar, Notebook and 
System Overview besides the usual applications like ‘WordGraph’ (word 
processing) and ‘Excel’ (spreadsheets). 

In the most practical sense, the SSuite Office suite is a personal experi- 
ment gone wild and with the continued work and generosity of the van Loo 
brothers has found a niche user base that not only admire its philosophy 
but also the efficiency it affords. 

Working with SSuite Office 

It’s important to note that the Excalibur release of SSuite Office comes with 
many non-traditional office applications. The from-scratch design and 
development of the applications will overwhelm first time users a bit since 
the package has a significantly high learning curve. The approach taken 
by the developers is new and requires patience to make the most out of it. 

The release also has a large number of different tools reaching almost 30 
in number. There are tools such as email clients, instant messaging clients, 
image editing tools, networking tools, multimedia applications and music 
ripping tools. Being remarkably small and quick to operate on the Windows 
system, the installer files are designed to run on slower systems. This makes 
it a very suitable office suite for work environments where older systems 
that don’t run as fast anymore are still used. The office suite is made purely 
on the Windows architecture with no plans to move to Android, Mac OS 
X and Linux. 

In the attempt to place maximum control in the hands of the user the 
applications are designed to be highly customisable, which can be a hin- 
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drance to some. The mix of options made available can be a bit overwhelming 
at first since they require you to browse for the tools you need within the 
office suite. In case certain tools are not available, the suite redirects you 
to the website from where tools, such as Google Translate for language 
options, can be easily found. 

The file support of the suite is fairly normal when compared to other 
freely available office suites, but its biggest claim is that it suffers from zero 
formatting errors when using files from other office programs. Certain 
applications within the suite however have glitches - such as compatibility 
with certain Microsoft Excel files - which are still being sorted out. 

Look and feel 

Since SSuite Office is a from-scratch homemade office suite, it has the look 
of one. Due to the focus of resources being placed on application diversity 
and performance, the layout and style of the visuals is bare boned. The 
software fits into the general look and style of the Windows ecosystem 
but lacks many of the finer 
touches that we’ve grown 
accustomed to over time. 

It would be fair to say that 
looks wise, it would fit into 
the Windows 98 or, at best, 

Windows XP generation of 
visual stylings. 

The layout can prove 
to be a challenge at times 
when searching for the 
right tool. The user inter- 
face is not as advanced 
as other freely available 
office suites in the market 
and can take a lot of patience to get used to for most users. However, it does 
include small features not present in many other suites, such as the tabbed 
windows option within the office suite environment. The best that can be 
said is that if you need to operate a freely available updated office suite 
on an old computer that lags, then SSuite Office will probably surprise 
you with its performance, speed and functionality. Otherwise it’s just an 
interesting curiosity. □ 
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FREE ONLINE/ 
CLOUD-BASED 
SUITES 

The internet touches everything and 
office suites are no exception. The new 
economics of information technology has 
made what once were expensive produc- 
tivity tools into free-to-use services. We 
take a look at the best available free cloud- 
based suites 


T he last five years have accelerated the rate of web-based produc- 
tivity. With the mass proliferation of the internet and release of 
open source office suites, the biggest names in technology are 
making its enterprise services available to a broader consumer 
base. This is in large part due to the reliance on internet at home, work and 
on the go, to conduct business and work. To fill this ever increasing demand, 
the rise in full featured free cloud-based suites has been rapid. 
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Companies are no longer counting on the payments from licenses or 
subscriptions alone to win over users but also offering a web-based solu- 
tion for free. These services not only secure a backup of work files but also 
foster collaboration and real-time action. In this chapter, we’ll filter down 
the top user-centric office suite packages currently available and present 
an assessment of what works for whom and how. 

Google Drive 

Google, by far, is the one company that has radically created a paradigm shift 
in the way in which users relate to its services. From giving us a cutting edge 
search engine to global map services, it was only a matter time before Google 
plugged into the productivity office suite division with its unique innova- 
tions. And by far, its greatest contribution in this space has been Google 
Docs, which was an acquired property in 2006 from a software company 
called Upstartle. 

Originally launched 
in 2005 as two separate 
application - Writerly 
and Google Spread- 
sheets - Docs was inte- 
grated within Google’s 
ecosystem by early 
2007 and has gone on 
to dominate the free cloud based office suite market since coming out of 
BETA in 2009. The services in the suite were slowly broadened and now 
include all the essential applications under the Google Drive app. The 
service has constantly been upgraded with an initial offering of only 1GB 
of storage, but is now capped at 15GB. 

The Google Drive office suite contains all the necessary tools - Docu- 
ments (word processor). Spreadsheets, Presentations, Form (customised 
forms) and Drawing (illustration and graphics). Google Drive supports 
various forms of file formats including Autodesk AutoCAD files, Adobe 
design formats, archive files like ZIP and RAR as well as Apple Pages files. 
Google has used its online expertise to make Google Drive compatible with 
all recently browsed programs for perfect formatting and layout across all 
major operating systems. 

All the files used across the service are editable and sharable by numerous 
people in real time with collaborative tools such as instant messaging in 
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place. Many users can access the same file at the same time and see the 
changes being made in real time. In addition, all changes are highlighted 
with indicators in places where authorised users have made revisions. 
‘Revision history’ allows you to recover changes made by many people 
without much difficulty. In addition to these features, many new add-ons 
were recently introduced: ‘EasyBib’ which helps prepare bibliographies, 
‘LucidChart’ for chart making, a track changes option and a vast library of 
templates that further enhance the functionality of the service and make 
it more powerful than before. 

The service, despite its many offerings, is freely available to general users 
with a very low monthly subscription cost for companies. The drawbacks of 
the service have to do with the size limitations of the different types of files 
created. Document files have a size limit based on characters (1,024,000 
cap) irrespective of other features and can’t be larger than 10 MB in size. 
Similarly the cap on the size of Presentation files is 50 MB. 

Layout and design 

The layout and design of the Google Drive documents is elegant and simple 
to begin with, but can be enhanced as required with the use of the many 
add-ons. The suite operates on an application by application basis with 
the default Google Drive homescreen including the contents of your online 
storage. New files for any application can be created with the click of the 
‘Create’ button on the left panel. The default options for kinds of files you 
can create are Documents, Spreadsheets, Presentations, Form, Drawings 
and Folders but more apps can be connected to this dropdown menu as 
required. Next to the Create button is the ‘Upload’ button with which you 
can upload a file from your device. 

The inset window of the applications takes up most of the main browser 
viewing space with a coloured icon on the top left that directly opens the 
Google Drive window. Beside this icon is the name of the file which is usually 
“Untitled” to begin with. Below the title are the menu options where most 
of the irregular tools such as add-ons and insert options can be accessed. 
To the right are the ‘Comments’ and ‘Share’ buttons which control who can 
view or edit the file as well as look at the comments that have been left. Under 
this is the main toolbar, which contains all the usual options: Print, Undo/ 
Redo, Paint Format, View Size, Text Style, Font Type/Size, Text Emphasis, 
Hyperlinks, Insert Comment, Alignment and Line Spacing. There are more 
tools which are visible on clicking the ‘More’ button on the toolbar. The 
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whole toolbar can be hidden by pressing the up arrow button at the right 
end of the toolbar. The options below all of these bars change based on the 
type of file you’re creating, i.e. for word processing documents, a simple 
horizontal ruler will display while for spreadsheets, a function field will 
show in this space. The rest of the screen is devoted to the main file content. 

Access and security 

The service is also available on mobile devices such as phones and tablets as 
apps. On both, iOS and Android devices the functionality of Google Drive 
is only limited by your input devices such as keyboards. For users who are 
comfortable typing via touchscreen, the app is a beautiful tool for working 
on documents on the go quickly and easily. 

All the files created using Google Drive are downloadable to devices 
but otherwise are stored in the Google Account of its creation accessible 
anywhere on any device. This form of cloud storage poses its own set of risks 
and benefits. The chief amongst them is the issue of security and stability. 
As recently as 2011, there’ve been high profile instances of stolen pass- 
words being used to attack Google 
Accounts and Google Drive espe- 
cially. The recent OpenSSL flaw 
called ‘Heartbleed’ is a recent 
example of the level of vulner- 
ability faced by online storage 
services where the security of 
personal accounts can be at risk. 

Overall, however the most 
important assessment we can 
make and that should be of note to users is that instances of security risks 
are not inherent in the service but via third-party exploits. And considering 
the fact that Google Drive, with its phenomenal real-time sharing and col- 
laboration features, is free and is supplemented by mostly free apps, there’s 
very little reason to consider any other service if you’re a casual user with 
only intermediate needs. 

Microsoft's Office Online 

Loyalty is one of the cornerstones of the productivity-based office suite 
business. And with its ageless Office series of office suites, Microsoft has 
already framed the way users perceive work applications. The compelling 
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competition from open source developers and free online-based services 
has pushed Microsoft to think innovatively and led to the introduction of 
Microsoft’s Office Online office suite, which is truly a free offering. There 
are clear differences between Microsoft’s Office Online and other cloud- 
based office suites simply based on the fact that Microsoft Office and Office 
Online have perfect compatibility with each other with the latter being free, 
making the choice for most customers very difficult. 

The bulk of Microsoft’s empire was built on selling consumers the 
licenses to its Windows operating systems and productivity tools such as the 
Office series. Now with the introduction of the Office Online suite, Microsoft 

has challenged the rising compe- 
tition. The ability to use Office 
applications that almost everyone 
is familiar with on any PC device 
through browsers can be consid- 
ered a serious game changer in 
the world of office suites. This is 
mainly because it will force other companies to provide better value to retain 
the customers they had originally poached from Microsoft. 

The Online Office suite offers almost all the functionality of Office 365 
without charging a dime. And with its browser-based platform, it can also 
be used on any OS without any degradation in functionality. This is more 
important than it may seem as many people are turning to their mobile 
devices such as tablets to work while on the go. 

The Online Office suite is paired with Microsoft’s OneDrive file storage 
system where all the work files get stored. The storage service has already 
found deep integration in the new Windows 8.1 operating system as well 
as through the use of a stand-alone desktop version. By leveraging the 
synchronicity between the two services, Microsoft is able to offer a great 
ease of transition to its users. 

Online Office also distinguishes itself from Office 365 through its 
enhanced collaboration features at the same levels as Google Drive, with 
multiple collaborators being able to edit a single document simultane- 
ously in real time. However, the Online Office suite has some clear limita- 
tions as it restricts the applications to Word Online (word processing), 
Excel Online (spreadsheets), PowerPoint Online (presentations) and 
OneNote Online, with the rest of Office 365’s features being confined 
to the desktop versions. 
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Features and design 

There are other key differ- 
ences since Online Office 
is far more bare bones as 
compared to its desktop 
counterparts in terms of 
features. And although this 
may affect the functionality 
of the suite for advanced 
users, for the bulk of the 
user base it has so far 
proven to be sufficient to 

encourage adoption and loyalty. The visual layout and design of Online 
Office is a spartan variation of the Office 365 version with the new Ribbon 
feature being the focus of the design. 

The biggest downside is its obvious dependency on the internet to be 
operational, but that is a criteria on which mostly all cloud-based office suites 
suffer except Google Drive, which in this case is Microsoft Office Online’s 
biggest competitor. But documents being worked on in Online Office can be 
transferred to Office 365 for continued work if it’s installed on the system. 
The biggest advantage of Microsoft’s Office Online lies in its dominance as 
the preferred and accepted originator of file formats across all applications. 
Issues of formatting, layout, supported templates and fonts aren’t a problem 
when working with this online office suite. 

The visual styling of Microsoft’s Office Online is rooted in the Office 365 
design with the Ribbon driving access to tools, features and commands. 
Even in its stripped down flat style, Online Office offers a familiar, elegant 

and intuitive user inter- 


a 

& 


I 


M 




face that’s very rich in 
terms of features such 
as templates, graphics 
and access tools. 

In terms of file 
storage, there are sig- 
nificant advantages that 
Office Online enjoys over 
its non-Google competi- 
tors since it provides 
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7GB of initial storage space through OneDrive with additional storage of 3 GB 
on backing up your Windows Phone camera and S GB for referring friends. 

Given these pros and cons, it’s hard to predict how well users would 
take to Microsoft’s Office Online in the long run when they have Google 
Drive as an option but that’s a question of personal preference more than 
technical competency, as far as casual users are concerned. 

iWork for iCloud 

Since its inception, Apple has created a closed and almost secretive world 
around its OS X platform. The closed systems and comparatively limited 
software options have always tilted the market in the favour of PCs, espe- 
cially Microsoft with its productivity office suites. However, with the recent 
proliferations of iPhones and iPads in the mobile markets, Apple has once 
again gained centre stage in the enterprise productivity market as tablets 
have become more work friendly. In this regard, Apple’s iWorks for iCloud 
is a serious entrant into the world of cloud-based office suites. 

iWork for iCloud was launched in 2013. Prior to this, the tightly knit suite 
with its three applications - Pages (word processor), Numbers (spreadsheets) 
and Keynote (presentation) - had long been a favourite of Mac users every- 
where but wasn’t available online. This development mainly meant that users 
on other operating systems could use iWorks through their browsers and not 
necessarily require an OS X machine. This news in itself caused waves as 
Apple’s iWork had long been regarded as a great product in function and form. 

The app-based releases of iWorks for Mac machines that soon followed 
were designed to be sync-friendly making the transition of work files across 
platforms much easier than ever before. Along with this, the support for 
Microsoft Office files by Apple’s iWorks allowing for an easy drag-and-drop 
action makes its value even more appealing. As of at the moment, this service 
is still in its Beta testing phase but lots of information regarding the expected 
functionality, performance and look has already been made available. 

The basic requirements for using iWorks on iCloud are an Apple ID and 
login to your iCloud account, which presents you with 5 GB of free storage. 
However, it should be noted that this singular account is linked across all 
your iOS devices and is used for backups as well. This simply means that 
5 GB may not be enough storage since image and video backups as well as 
mobile device backups are being done using this same account. 

The ability to use the browser as a means to work on iWork-related files 
means huge opportunities for team collaborations. Since users with different 
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operating systems can work 
seamlessly on the same file 
without any compatibility 
issues, it makes iWork for 
iCloud very advantageous. 

But if you don’t plan on 
dealing with any Mac users 
then you may very well find 
this service unnecessary. 

The deep interconnectivity 
of design between the Mac 
OS X and browser systems precludes iWork for iCloud from being a fea- 
sible option for people using Android systems as they would find better 
performance and functionality from Google Drive instead. 

The current key strength that iWorks for iCloud can count on is its ease 
of use and functionality with iWork apps on mobile devices such as tablets. 
Users have found the native use of these services to be extremely rewarding 
in terms of style, functionality and the incremental cost of upgrading. 
However the equation doesn’t change much since most other competitors 
are offering similar quality for free. 

For those users who’ve enjoyed using the iWorks app on Mac machines, 
the iWork for iCloud service will be a pleasure to work on due its extreme 
similarity of design. But those who’ve experienced Microsoft Office’s func- 
tionality will most likely find iWork for iCloud tools to not be as compre- 
hensive as they’d expect. Casual users, however may be ambivalent about 
a choice between both suites as iWork for iCloud offers a beautiful looking 
user interface and file design with basic features. 

Layout and design 

For people who aren’t completely familiar with Mac-based systems, using 
iWork for iCloud will initially be a pleasant surprise due to its clean inter- 
face and colour palette. The login screen in iCloud will present you with 
all your apps, of which iWork for iCloud will be labelled as being in Beta. 
As you try out Pages, you’ll find a neat layout with a large ‘Create Docu- 
ment/Spreadsheet/Presentation’ button, which on clicking will allow you 
to choose from a variety of templates. 

The variety of templates is of special note as they look truly sleek and 
modern with categories such as Blank, Notes, Reports and Letters along 
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with useful ancillary tem- 
plates such as Resume, Busi- 
ness Cards, Envelope, Flyers, 
Posters and Newsletters. Sim- 
ilar options for templates are 
available for spreadsheets and 
presentations, which cater to 
most frequently used types of 
documents such as Finance, 
Personal, Business and Education for spreadsheets and an assortment of 
stylised slides for presentations. 

Upon choosing one of the template options, a new window will open for 
your new document. New OS X users may find the layout different but it’s 
a very streamlined and intuitive framework which is easy to grasp. The top 
bar displays the document name, view size and a set of basic tool shortcuts 
like Tables, Text box, Shapes and Pictures. Next to these buttons are the 
Share, Settings and Feedback icons. The work area is a document with 
horizontal rulers and a Format menu box on the right panel which allows 
you to modify individual elements of your document. The layout is elegant, 
simple and easy to learn across all the iWork applications. 

It’s interesting to note that compared to other online operating office 
suites such as Google Drive or Office Online, iWorks for iCloud consumes 
a significant amount of memory and due to the richness of its design oper- 
ates slowly on networks with limited bandwidth. The initial start-up time 
is longer than others but is expected to improve as Beta testing results in 
new patches and upgrades to the core software. 

The work on iWork for iCloud is still ongoing since it’s in Beta mode, 
but there are some clear indications that the office suite is mostly style and 
not enough substance. The intermediate to advanced needs of users who 
depend on office suite tools to accomplish productivity tasks isn’t being 
adequately met in the current versions. However, considering that the 
iWorks for iCloud suite has already undergone some radical revisions since 
its release, there’s still a chance that Apple may surprise users with new 
features and tools. However, most people are not very optimistic given the 
availability of alternatives like Google Docs and Office Online. 

Zoho Docs 

During our discussion of cloud-based office suites, it might be easy to 
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forget Zoho Docs but that would be our undoing. The Zoho Office Suite is 
a very comprehensive web-based service that includes most of the com- 
monly sought after office applications like word processors, spreadsheets, 
presentations and databases along with other rarer online applications 
in this segment such as customer relationship management (CRM) tools, 
project management tools, invoicing applications and other enterprise 
grade services. 

Zoho Corporation, that developed these tools, was formerly known as 
AdventNet Inc and has a long history of creating productivity and enter- 
prise software-as-a-solution services. But its biggest claim to fame in the 
broader market has been its Zoho Docs application which is a very popular 
online documentation manage- 
ment service that is built around 
storage, management and 
sharing services. The applica- 
tion supports a large variety of 
file formats across all formats, 
from images to videos. 

Zoho Office Suite and Docs 
are built on an open API and have their own brand of office applications 
called ‘Writer’ (word processing), ‘Sheet’ (spreadsheet), ‘Show’ (presenta- 
tion), ‘Planner’ (project management), ‘Creator’ and ‘Meeting’. An interesting 
feature of Zoho tools is their apparent harmony with their competition. 
This is seen in the Zoho plug-ins available for Microsoft Word and Excel, 
OpenOffice.org, Firefox and the presence of Zoho add-ons and app in the 
Google store. All these cross integrations exist despite their direct competi- 
tion with each other in the office suite arena. 

It’s necessary to clarify that although there’s a comprehensive Zoho 
Office Suite with numerous features, the only free component is Zoho Docs. 
The Zoho Docs free usage registration gives users access to 5 GB of online 
storage for their files as well as access to the word processor, spreadsheet 
and presentation tools. The rest of the features bundle is available only 
for monthly subscribers. The free version also allows for a highly efficient 
online sharing experience as well as detailed document version history. 

Zoho Docs was one the first services to achieve a high standard of real- 
time collaboration between users on a single file. This level of collaborative 
work support makes it the preferred software for over 10 million users across 
the world. In this regard, the only purely online service to be greater in adop- 
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tion is Google Drive primarily due to the latter’s value for money equation. 
Since most business and casual users have grown accustomed to Microsoft 
Office’s design, Zoho Docs has spent considerable effort on enhancing its 
compatibility. The level of compatibility between the Microsoft file formats 
and Zoho is equivalent to that of Google Drive and can occasionally lead to 
loss in formatting and layout. However, the broadest range of file formats 
are supported with full support for XML output as well. 

Layout and design 

When assessing the user interface and layout of the office suite, it’s important 
to remember that Zoho Docs works primarily as a document management 
tool. Given its key purpose, its primary menu’s layout is similar to a Win- 
dows Explorer layout which displays file location, storage statistics, recent 
documents, latest reviews and rated documents across the page in separate 
boxes on the Home tab. The main screen also has other tabs like Explorer 
and Groups that allow you to manage your files in detail and determine 
who you’re sharing them with at any given time. 

The layout of the application screen is again inspired by the Microsoft 
legacy design but with some web-friendly tweaks that take out the main 
menu bar. In its place, we find simple boxes with commands like New, 
Import and Delete over a left-sided column that shows dropdown tabs such 
as My Docs, Templates, Shared Docs, Public Docs and Trash. This left- 
sided column takes up about 20 percent of the screen with the rest devoted 

to the main work file. 
The working area has 
a tabbing system which 
allows users to switch 
between files within the 
same browsing window. 
Under these tabs are the 
usual set of tools and 
controls that are used to 
alter, modify and design 
the page content. 

Due to its online platform, Zoho Docs is accessible across any operating 
system that uses GUI browsers to surf the internet. All major browsers are 
supported with the maximum efficiency of processing and memory possible. 
The service also comes with an in-built chat system to maximise collabora- 
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tive tasks. At present, the application is only available in ten languages with 
on-going development of others. The service also supports embedded media 
files from popular content sites such as Flickr, YouTube and Vimeo. Zoho’s 
deep integration to the web as its primary platform is reflected in its ability 
to easily export files for online publishing. Even files such as spreadsheets 
can easily be published with charts to blogs or other sites. 

The most recent development in Zoho Docs’ innovation has to do with 
mobile platforms. Only recently did Zoho Docs become available on the 
iPad through an independent web-based app. This app is still in its nascent 
stages and doesn’t allow for editing. It’s limited to viewing and managing 
the stored files. Its user interface and design have been appreciated but 
with such strict limitations on tablet browsers there’s very little to do except 
wait for Zoho Docs to lift the restrictions at no cost. And with regards to 
the security and stability of the work files, Zoho Docs has a proven track 
record of triple back-up and cache storage, so in case of any fault no content 
is lost. In addition to this, the encryption and security on the files is up to 
enterprise standards ensuring privacy. 

For companies, organisations and small businesses that work with a 
large number of files and labour across distances, the Zoho Docs office 
suite is very effective at organising and managing people and their work. 
The combined functionality of its tools with its quick responsive online 
connectivity make it an appealing option for individuals and businesses 
alike. The lacking services in the mobile segment combined with stiff com- 
petition from Google Drive and Microsoft Open Office make the next wave 
of upgrades crucial for Zoho Docs. It remains to be seen what new features 
will be introduced on mobile devices as well as browsers. 

Next up: Project Harmony 

It’s worthwhile to mention a free office suite service that hasn’t been covered 
on this list - the yet to be released ‘Project Harmony’ by Dropbox. This new 
service was only recently announced as a direct competition to Google’s 
Drive and Docs services. The project was announced as an enterprise- 
centric redesign of its immensely popular Dropbox service that would be 
integrated within existing systems to make document collaboration in real 
time seamless and efficient. The new offering of ‘ProjectHarmony’ will soon 
be available in Beta testing and all those interested in taking it for a trial run 
should keep abreast of the news coming out from Dropbox. □ 
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PAID OFFICE 
SUITES 

Should you pay for an Office Suite? And 
if so what do they offer. Let us explore in 
this chapter. 

P aid office suites are very profitable for the companies that create 
them and has always been one of the major markets. Earlier, paid 
office suites dominated the scene, both - at home and in business, 
but now very capable free office suites have changed the equation 
and are matching the paid suites in functionality. Naturally, it was predicted 
that paid suites would die out quickly but that didn’t happen. Paid office suites 
have kept innovating to stay in the competition and even get ahead. 

There are plenty of paid office suites out there. We’ll go through some 
of them based on the two popular platforms Windows and Mac. Starting 
with Windows... 

Windows-based office suites 

Microsoft Office 2013 

Made by the Microsoft Corporation, Microsoft Office is a full-fledged (depending 
on the package) office suite that consists mainly of the following tools: ‘Word’ 
(word processor), ‘Excel’ (spreadsheet program), ‘PowerPoint’ (presentation pro- 
gram), ‘OneNote’ (note taking and free-form information gathering program), 
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‘Outlook’ (PIM and email client software), ‘Publisher’ (desktop publishing 
software) and ‘Access’ (database manager). 

The latest version of Microsoft Office 2013 has a touch friendly and clean 
interface. You can either buy a one-time licensed copy or go for a subscription- 
based service (more on this further ahead) called ‘Microsoft Office 365’. Win- 
dows XP and Vista users have been left out in this latest version, as it’s only 
compatible with Windows 7 and 8. It’s available in different packages: Office 
Home and Student, Office Home and Business, Office Professional and Office 
365. The difference between the first three lies in the applications available in 
the packages. All of them include Word, Excel, PowerPoint and OneNote, but 
Office Home and Business also contains Outlook, while Office Professional 
includes Outlook as well as Publisher and Access. 

Now coming to the Office 365 version with which Microsoft is achieving new 
levels of success with the inclusion of subscription plans, updates, advanced 
settings and document saving. The subscription-based purchase will ensure that 
your Office 365 suite is always updated even if the software changes. Bundled 
with this version are most of the applications plus some added cloud benefits 
such as online storage of files and portability of your personalised settings, 
among other perks. 

The subscription actually works out to be quite cost effective, considering 
that you’re getting multiple installations and you won’t need to spend again 
for an upgrade if a new version comes out. 

Let’s take a look at the overview of some of the main tools in Microsoft 
Office 2013: 

► Word: Microsoft’s famous word processor has undergone much iteration 
and exists as a clean interface by following Microsoft’s Design Language. 
The application is touch optimised and the layout changes if your system 
has a touchscreen interface, i.e. the buttons become larger with extra space 
between them. 

It has all the regular functions that you might find in a word processor plus 
some more. Word allows you to directly embed images from Flickr, Bing 
image search, etc. and videos as well into the document without downloading 



Office Professional 2013 

(License) 

Office 365 (Home Premium) 

(Subscription) 

Installations 

1 

5 + (on up to 5 tablets) 

Price (In Rs) 

30,999 

4,199 (per year) 


Tabla source: 
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them first. Word also has a Read Mode, which removes most of the interface, 
reflows the document and presents it with two finger-friendly buttons 
on either side of the page. You can also edit a PDF file inside Word. There 
are many more useful features in Word that are not found in other word 
processors. 

Word (and in fact all the applications in the suite) allows you to save your 
files on OneDrive directly, which is great for sharing files with others. 

► Excel: Excel is Microsoft’s spreadsheet program that we’ve all used at some 
point in our lives, either for personal use or for work/business. Just like 
Word, it follows Microsoft’s Design Language and has the same interface 
layout. Excel has added a few neat features. For example, if you select a 
range of cells, a ‘Quick Analysis’ tool pops up showing you charts for the 
data, conditional formatting options, table formats, formulas, etc. The ‘Flash 
Fill’ feature intelligently recognises patterns of the data that you’re filling 
in and gives suggestions for it. 



► PowerPoint: PowerPoint is Microsoft’s presentation program. For many, this 
remains the choice for making a professional presentation. The latest ver- 
sion of PowerPoint features some handy new functions and improvements 
over the previous versions. For instance, you can combine different shapes 
to form another shape, which you can further edit. PowerPoint also has 
16:9 layout for you to take advantage of widescreen displays. A magnifying 
glass tool lets you zoom into slides on the areas that you want to emphasise. 

► OneNote: One of the handiest tools in Microsoft Office 2013, OneNote is a 
note- taking and free-form information gathering tool. Think of it as a digital 
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notebook in which you can save whatever info you can get your hands on, 
videos included. You can sketch using the mouse or your fingers if you’re 
working on a touch-enabled screen. It’s easy to copy from data sources, 
grab screen clips, make quick notes and even embed Excel sheets and Visio 
diagrams into it. One very handy feature is the ability to manage meetings 
(video, audio) and type out time-synced notes with them. 

► Outlook: Outlook is Microsoft’s email client and PIM, and is a very efficient 
one at that. Apart from everything you’d expect from an email client, Outlook 
gives a little more to make life convenient. The new ‘People Hub’, a contact 
management feature in Outlook, shows info from social networks of the 
contacts if they have public feeds or if they’re connected (added/friends) 
with each other. The weather bar in the calendar can display the weather 
information for the next three days. Then there are numerous changes to 
the UI to make it more user friendly. 

Apart from these software, the suite includes ‘Access’ and ‘Publisher’, its 
database management and desktop publishing software, respectively. 

Corel WordPerfect Office X7 

Believe it or not, there was a time when WordPerfect was the dominant word 
processor in the market until it lost its ground to Microsoft’s Word. WordPer- 
fect Office X7 is a good quality, cheaper alternative to Microsoft Office 2013. 
WordPerfect Office X7 comes loaded with the following main applications: 
‘WordPerfect X7’ (word processor), ‘WordPerfect eBook Publisher’ (eBook 
creator), ‘Quattro Pro X7’ (spreadsheets), ‘Presentations X7’, ‘Paradox’ (database 
manager) and ‘Roxio Secure Burn’ (secure portable media burning solution). 

The Corel WordPerfect Office X7 Professional edition suite costs $399.99 
(Rs.24,llS) Here’s a bit about some of the main tools in this suite: 

► WordPerfect X7: WordPerfect X7 is a feature-filled powerhouse that 
can compete with Microsoft Word. You can create 
professional-looking newsletters, reports, articles, 
books, proposals, etc with it. It has some really 
handy tools such as the ‘Make-it-fit’ feature, which 
will automatically make formatting changes to a 
block of text to fit it in the given area removing the 
need to engage in tedious formatting. The ‘Prompt- 
As-You-Go’ feature allows you to see suggested 
spelling options as you type. 

► WordPerfect eBook Publisher: Making an eBook 
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has become simpler with the eBook Publisher. Simply type out the content 
into the template or copy and paste existing content into the template. 

► Quattro Pro X7: WordPerfect’s spreadsheet program comes with many 
templates including many for financial documents. The functions library 
is pretty good with plenty of solutions for engineering, finance, stats, math- 
ematics, etc. It remembers the tools you’ve used so that you can quickly reuse 
them from the recently used options. The ‘Quattro Pro Experts’ functionality 
is accessible from the toolbar or menu. This helps you with advanced tasks 
such as making analysis calculations and budgets and importing data from 
external sources, among other things. 

► Presentations X7: Presentations is WordPerfect’s presentation making soft- 
ware. The Master Gallery window gives you a wide variety of templates and 
formatting options. With the software, you can create multimedia presenta- 
tions, professional looking 
project proposals, fliers, 
interactive demonstra- 
tions and much more. 

There are several more 

useful software present in 
WordPerfect X7 such as the 
‘Paradox’ database manager, 
the ‘Lightning’ digital note- 
book and the ‘Roxio Secure 
Burn’ secure data solution. 

Kingsoft Office Suite 

Although Kingsoft Office suite is a freeware, it’s also available as a professional 
paid version. The differences are minuscule with the Pro version adding just a 
few extra features that may not matter to the everyday user. The Kingsoft Office 
Suite includes ‘Writer’, ‘Spreadsheets’ and ‘Presentation’. 

This software set consists of the most basic applications, so if you’re looking 
for more powerful solutions and packages, check out the other suites mentioned 
here. But if the bundled software match your necessities, read on. 

The Kingsoft Office Suite Professional 2013 costs $69.95 (Rs.4,217) for one 
user license for three PCs. 

► Writer: Kingsoft’s word processor has a pleasant looking interface and 
includes all the regular features that you’d need for basic document editing. 
However, it leaves out on a few essential inclusions such as grammar check 
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and thesaurus. 

► Spreadsheets: Nothing new to report here. Spreadsheets is Kingsoft’s 
spreadsheet program with which you can create invoices, budgets and 
other financial documents. 

► Presentations: The presentation software of Kingsoft Office, Presentations, 
is easy to use. It contains plenty of themes, slides and presentations to choose 
from. You can also add pictures, graphics and animation to your slides. 

If you require just the above software with no frills, then go for the free ver- 
sion. There’s little difference between the free and Pro version, e.g. the presence 
of features such as online updating and macros in the latter. 

SoftMaker Office 
Professional 2012 

There are two editions of the SoftMaker’s Office 2012 suite: SoftMaker Office 
Standard 2012 and SoftMaker Office Professional 2012. While the former 
includes ‘TextMaker’ (word processor), ‘PlanMaker’ (spreadsheets), ‘Presenta- 
tions’ and ‘BasicMaker’ (a scripting engine), Office Professional throws in ‘eM 
Client’ (email client) and four basic Berlitz dictionaries into the bundle. 

The SoftMaker Office Professional 2012 suite costs $99.95 (Rs.6,02S) and 
SoftMaker Office Standard 2012 costs $79.95 (Rs.4,820) for three licenses. Here’s 
a little bit about some of their main offerings. 

► TextMaker: TextMaker has an old style interface, unlike the ribbon inter- 
face that other office suites are moving on to. TextMaker provides you 
with enough options for basic document creation and editing. Some useful 
features such as grammar check and 
track changes are missing from 
TextMaker, but it does give you the 
ability to insert comments. 

► PlanMaker: PlanMaker should be 
enough to create invoices, budgets 
and other financial documents. It 
also provides you with some ready- 
to-use templates for different kinds of documents. 

► Presentations: This presentation program should be sufficient to make 
everyday presentations. It has a large number of design templates and 
allows you to export presentations as video files. However, some important 
features - such as the ability to insert charts - are missing. 

► eM Client: One good thing about SoftMaker Office is that it also comes with 
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an email client that manages your email, contacts, tasks and appointments. 
Simply import your existing email from any other email client and carry 
on working. 

Ability Office Professional V6 

Ability Office Professional v6 looks quite similar to Microsoft Office with its 
ribbon interface. It includes all the basic software that you’d require from an 
office suite: Ability Office supports most of the popular file formats out there 
and also allows you to save documents as PDF files. The suite includes ‘Write’, 
’Spreadsheet’, ‘Presentation’, ‘Database’ (database manager) and ‘Photopaint’ 
(photo and graphics editor). 

The Ability Office Professional V6 suite costs $44.99 (Rs.2,712) for two 
licences. Here’s some basic information about some of the key software in 
this suite. 

► Write: The Write word processor is good enough to create text documents 
such as letters, memos, reports, etc. However, it does have a few features 
missing - options like track changes, insert comments and mark document 
as read-only are conspicuous by their absence. Autocorrect and grammar 
check tools have been provided. 

► Spreadsheet: The spreadsheet program called, well, Spreadsheet, is good 


looking presentations and the software should be able to meet most of your 
needs. Options that missing are readymade slide themes and the ability to 
insert tables into the slides. 


iWork is Apple’s very own office suite for its OSX and iOS operating systems. 
It consists of Pages (Word processor), Numbers (Spreadsheet program) and 
Keynote (Presentation program) and is available for free with the purchase of 



enough to create invoices, budgets and other 
financial documents. It has ready- to-use func- 
tions and formulas that you can insert into the 
sheets. It provides a pivot table wizard, vector 
drawing layer and autoshapes. A password- 
protection feature is missing and would have 
been a welcome addition. 


► Presentation: Here you have a decent 

amount of functions to create professional 


Mac-based office suites 
iWORK 
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new OS X Macs and iOS devices. It is also free for existing users, but only for 
those who purchased their iOS devices from September 2013 onwards and 
their OS X Macs from October 2013 onwards, whether new or refurbished. 
For the rest the pricing is as follows on the Apple store. 

Pages - $19.99 for OS X Mac and $9.99 for iOS devices. 

Numbers - $19.99 for OS X Mac and $9.99 for iOS devices. 

Keynote - $19.99 for OS X Mac and $9.99 for iOS devices. 


iWork is incredibly pow- 
erful. It follows Apple’s phi- 
losophy of a clean user experi- 
ence and seamlessly integrates 
with OS X. iCloud syncs your 
documents across devices so 
that your work always remains 
updated no matter which device 
you access it from. 

Here’s a bit about the software in this paid office suite. 

► Pages: Apple iWork’s word processor, Pages gives you the ability to simply 
drag and drop multimedia content into the documents making for beautiful 
looking and functional files. You can even insert comments, interactive 
charts, citations with ‘EndNote’ and maths equations with ‘MathType’ and 
track changes. Working with MS Office files is not an issue either as ‘Edit 
Word documents’ and ‘Save As Word documents’ are included options. 

► Numbers: Numbers is Apple iWork’s spreadsheet program, which allows 
you to create dynamic and interactive charts. It’s pretty easy to work with 
Numbers as there are pre-built templates for all the common needs as well 
as coaching tips that will pop up when you need them. With over 250 func- 
tions and sophisticated tools, making complex documents becomes a breeze. 

► Keynote: Keynote, Apple iWork’s presentation creating software has many 
good features and easy-to-use tools. You can embed photos and videos 
and also create interactive charts. Simple transitions can be applied to 
automatically animate text and images that appear on consecutive slides. It 
has dual-monitor support and the presentations can be controlled remotely 
over Wi-Fi via an iPhone or iPod Touch. 

Overall, iWork is an intuitive and well thought out office suite that’s very 
simple to use. 
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Microsoft Office 2011 

The best part about having the Microsoft Office suite for use on a Mac is the 
familiarity of the software. So if you’ve shifted to a Mac, at least you’ll already 
have been accustomed to the office software. All that changes is the location of 
the tools. The following software is available in Microsoft Office 2011: ‘Word’ 
(word processor), ‘Excel’ (spreadsheet program), ‘PowerPoint’ (presentation 
program) and ‘Outlook’ (PIM and email client software). 

Office for Mac Home & Business costs $219 (Rs.13,203) for installation on 
one Mac PC. 

► Word: Word software for Mac is the same at that for the PC and includes 
all the functionality that makes Word what it is. On the screen, you’ll only 
see the tools that you need and when you need them. You can edit PDF files 
just like you would a document. Word has plenty of templates across 40 
categories, so rest assured you have plenty of resources at hand. 

► Excel: Again, the same as the PC version. Excel has all the functionalities 
that you’re used to. It has a ‘Recommend Charts’ button, which helps you 
select the right chart for your data. 

► PowerPoint: The good old PowerPoint remains the same on a Mac machine. 
It has support for more multimedia formats and high definition content. 
The ‘Presenter View’ in this software lets you see your notes on the monitor 
while the audience only sees the slides. 
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► Outlook: Outlook provides the same functions on Macs as it does on PCs. 
The interface is easy-to-use and intuitive. You can synchronise your email 
from multiple accounts like Hotmail, Gmail, Yahoo! Mail, etc. The application 
lets you imports your contacts, emails and to-do lists from your Windows 
installation of Outlook. 

Perhaps, the only issue with Microsoft Office 2011 for Mac is that it doesn’t 
integrate properly with Apple’s other software such as iTunes. 

Reasons to consider a paid solution 

Before, the main reason that one would go for a paid solution was the innumer- 
able number of features offered by them compared to free versions. But as the 
Open Source community grew stronger, the free office suites started closing in 
on paid office suites, which had to consolidate their strength in order to remain 
unique and profitable. Following are a few reasons that one should consider 
choosing between a paid and a free office suite. 

Security 

This should be one of the main points when considering an office suite. Since 
the code of open source software is free for everyone to see it’s easy to exploit. 
Patches are often not on time, which could lead to security breaches. Vulner- 
abilities of the code are discussed freely on forums and could be exploited by 
hackers before the patch is released. Comparatively, paid software is more 
secure since the vulnerabilities are kept secret by the companies until a patch 
is released. Also, the patches are developed quicker as their very profits depend 
on the software’s reputation. Then there are also comparatively more resources 
being dedicated by the company towards its software. 

Support 

This is the second most important point to consider when selecting an office 
suite. If you’re considering an office suite for your company and your IT team 
is small or non-existent, then you’ll definitely need proper support for your 
office application as it’s an important part of your daily work. Paid office suites 
will generally have a good support structure, which could include any or all 
of the following 

► Call centres 

► Online resource 

► Books 

► Licensed vendors and professional consultants 
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► Company-run support forums 

Free office suites might offer similar support, but it won’t be as dedicated or 
quick (mostly) as support for paid office suites. However, support experience 
may vary from company to company. 

Frequent updates 

Paid office suites will be updated more frequently than free suites which is 
definitely a big plus if it gets you more features and vulnerability fixes. 

Usability and interface 

This may not hold true for all office suites, but generally, paid office suites tend 
to have better usability and interfaces as they’re very important in attracting 
attention of buyers towards their products. They could support more file formats 
and constantly update to support even more. 

Extra features 

Paid office suites will offer you some extra features to make their suites more 
competitive. However, this isn’t always the case as there are free office suites 
that sometimes have more features than paid suites. 

More solutions 

Sometimes, a free office suite might not fulfill all your requirements, as its 
features would be targeted towards casual users. Companies who sell paid 
office suites are constantly trying to identify and cater to needs, since their 
profits depend on how well needs are being met. They devote precious time and 
money to R&D to improve products and assimilate new trends and innovations. 

In the end, it all depends on your needs and budget. If you have the budget 
for it then definitely go for a paid solution, otherwise the free suites out there 
will fulfill your requirements. But you must keep your ear to the ground for 
new updates about its developments if you use it for business. □ 
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COMPARISON 
BETWEEN THE 
BEST ONLINE 
SUITES 

The battle to be the best office suite in 
the cloud has never been more hotly 
contested. It’s not as straightforward as 
it seems either. 


I t wasn’t too long ago that Microsoft Office was the only viable alterna- 
tive when it came to a productivity suite on the PC. Today, Office, while 
still popular, is only one of the suites that you can opt for when you 
want to work with documents, spreadsheets and presentations. Google 
Drive has jumped the line in terms of popularity and is almost as ubiquitous 
as Office was back in its heydays and, thanks to the overwhelming user base 
of iDevices, Apple’s i Work (that’s made up of three separate software - Pages, 
Numbers and Keynote) has also made its presence felt in all manner of tech 
products such as desktops, laptops, tablets and phones. 

That’s why it really isn’t a long shot to imagine that plenty of users would be 
confused about which suite to opt for. So, let’s get down to helping you decide: 
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(Note: To remove any confusion, we will be talking about Office 365 
and not Office 2013 - both are pretty much the same except for the fact 
that Office 365 requires an annual subscription while Office 2013 requires 
a one-time payment). 

Core features 

Microsoft Office has always been top-dog when it comes to features and 
Office 365 offers the full-featured versions of the most popular Office 
software including Word, Excel and PowerPoint (and also OneNote, 
Outlook, Publisher and Access). If you’ve ever used Office before, you 
know that you can’t beat it in terms of the options it provides with respect 
to working with files. If you’ve subscribed to Office 365 (or own a Windows 
Phone), then you also get access to Office Mobile, which is a pared down 
version of the desktop suite - with limited formatting options and inability 
to create presentations. 

Google Drive almost seems lightweight when compared to Office 365. 
While basic users probably won’t miss much when working on Drive, they 
might feel slightly frustrated if they’re used to Office, on account of the lack 
of formatting options, templates, etc. Like with Office, the Drive mobile app is a 
‘lite’ version of the actual service and does not allowyou to create presentations. 

Apple’s iWork is kind of like the mid-way point between Office and 
Drive. It offers more features than Drive but not as much as the Microsoft 
software. It offers the standard software for documents, presentations and 
spreadsheets (Pages, Keynote and Numbers) and all of these software also 
have their mobile app versions for the iPhone and the iPad. 



Some will like Google Drive's basic, minimalistic interface while some may find it lacking. 
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Price 

Office 365 can be yours for ' 4,199 a year. This will let you install Office on 
five devices whether they be phones, tablets, laptops or desktops. 

The three components that make up iWork each cost ' 1,100 (for the 
Mac) and ' 550 (for iOS) and can be installed any number of times on any 
number of devices with the same iTunes ID. However, if you’ve bought a 
new iDevice or Mac, the entire iWork suite is yours for free. 

Google Drive is, as expected, unconditionally free and thus the 
winner here. 


Cloud integration 

Office 365 uses SkyDrive as its cloud solution which means that all you 
need to do is install the SkyDrive app on your desktop (Windows or Mac), 
or phone/tablet (iOS, Android or Windows Phone) and you’ll be able to 
access the files created under the same ID. In Windows or Mac, installing 
SkyDrive will create a new folder where all the files you want to access on the 
cloud can be saved. In a step that’s quite confusing, using SkyDrive online 
(through Outlook.com) lets you edit and create spreadsheets, documents 
and presentations. Now, remember this is without any Office branding and 
inside Outlook Live, so it’s strange that Microsoft would effectively hide this 
functionality. The SkyDrive app, on the other hand, merely lets you view 
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As always, every component of Office 365 (Word shown above) is chock full of features, many 
of which you will never use. 
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SkyDrive allows you to both save files to a local folder and also view them online 

files and if you want to edit them, then you’ll need to install Office Mobile 
and subscribe to Office 365. 

Google Drive makes the entire process simpler by letting you create and 
work with your files directly on the cloud (through the browser) so that 
everything is synced instantaneously. Like SkyDrive, you can also install 
the Drive tool on your PC and then move files to the folder that’s created. 

iWork uses Apple’s iCloud to store files in the cloud. Everything that 
you create using the iWork tools either on iOS or Mac is automatically 
saved to the cloud. However, unlike Drive or SkyDrive, you can’t directly 
access the files on your local drive since iCloud does not create a local folder. 
On the other hand, like Drive, iWork for iCloud lets you create and work 
with files online (on the icloud.com webpage through the browser). You 
can also download any such files to your PC and then work on them using 
any other compatible productivity suite. However, unless you’re using the 
corresponding Apple app/software to do so, the file won’t be automatically 
synced to iCloud. Result: tie between Drive and Office 365. 


Ease of Use 

Setting up Office 365 requires you to first subscribe to the service, download 
it and then install it on your PC. On Windows Phone, you’ll need to download 
and install the Office Mobile app and then sign in using the same ID to be 
able to use it. Once installed, Office on Windows can be a little overwhelming 
especially for people who’ve never used Office before. However, that comes 
with the territory since Office is, by far, the most powerful productivity suite 
of the three and therefore, offers a lot more tools and options. 
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Google Drive also allows you to either save files to a local folder or directly save them online. 


Google Drive is the simplest to use of the lot, if you're only looking to 
work online. Just open http://drive.google.com in the browser where you’re 
logged into your Google account, and you'll immediately see all the files 
you’ve worked with. Since the entire suite works online, there’s no need to 
install anything on your machine. The downside is that there’s no simple 
way to work offline. You can set up an offline profile, but in our personal 
experience, it’s quite a buggy mess. 

iWork offers a simple enough process to get started. Just install the 
software/app on your iDevice, log in using your iTunes account and you’re 
good to go. You will see all your files in one place within the corresponding 
app (Pages, Keynote, Numbers). The actual interface within these apps is 
quite clean but many will find them shorn of common features, especially if 
they have some experience with Microsoft Office. Overall, iWork will satisfy 
users who’ve previously worked with iWork while others will prefer Drive 
or Office. Winner? Drive. 


On the Mobile 

Office Mobile for Office 365 is available on iOS, Android and Windows 
Phone. On Windows Phone, Office Mobile is a fully-functional productivity 
suite that comes pre-installed on every device. To use Office Mobile on iOS 
and Android, you will need to have a subscription to Office 365. Office Mobile 
offers a relatively succinct interface that suits small screens. Like Google 
Drive, it does not allow you to create PowerPoint presentations. To be able to 
access your cloud files, you will have to install the SkyDrive app separately. 

Google Drive continues its tradition of simplicity in its mobile app as 
well. You just need to install the Drive app and you're good to go. You can 
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create documents or spreadsheets from within the app itself, as well as 
browse through your folders and files. The options on offer when creating 
spreadsheets or documents are quite basic at best even when compared 
against the apps from Apple and Microsoft. 

On the iPhone and iPad, all three iWork apps are available as separate 
downloads from the App Store. Even though the apps do feel like they 
deserve larger real estate than an iPhone’s 3.5 or 4-in screen, there’s no 
doubt that these are the best productivity apps for touchscreen devices. 
The intuitive design of the apps sparkle on the iPad and it’s quite amazing 
how fluidly Keynote and Numbers work. This is also the only mobile app 
suite (among the three) that lets you create presentations. 


Collaboration 

Collaboration is pretty much the ‘buzz word’ for productivity suites and 
Office 365 obliges. You can invite other users to start working on a docu- 
ment/spreadsheet/presentation with you, by saving the file in SkyDrive and 
then emailing the link to the other users. The users will then be able to work 
on the file either in Word (provided they too have Office 2013 installed) or 
online in the Word Web app (for which they require their own Microsoft ID). 
While this sounds fine, in practice, we stumbled across multiple connection 



iWork (Pages shown above) tries to go for a balance between a simple interface and avail- 
ability of features. 
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Google Drive on the mobile just requires you to install a single app to be able to access and 
work on all your files. 

issues which meant collaboration was almost impossible. Also, real-time 
collaboration (as you witness in Google Drive) doesn’t exist. 

Google Drive, on the other hand, does a fine, fine job at collaboration. Just 
invite other Google users through email, and they’ll be led by the hand to 
your file through an email. Real-time collaboration tools such as live chat 
and notes work flawlessly and when we say, real-time, we mean real-time 
as in when other users begin typing on your file, and you see the changes 
almost instantaneously. 

Apple allows for collaboration through the iWork for iCloud service 
that, surprisingly, works seamlessly. Go to iCloud.com, sign in, open a docu- 
ment and click the share button. This allows you to email a link of the file 
to anyone, yes, even someone without an Apple ID. This person can then 
start working on the document at the same time as you and you will see the 
changes real-time. Drive wins here again, but iWork is a worthy mention. 


Conclusion 

The battle for the best productivity suite is quite a tough one as can be 
seen above and it feels a bit unfair to just name one as undoubtedly the 
best. Therefore, let us cheat a bit and give you three winners across three 
different use-case scenarios. 
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Not only are the iWork apps exceptionally good on iOS, Keynote beats every other presenta- 
tion tool hands down. 


If you’re looking for a powerful, full-featured productivity suite and plan 
to work primarily offline on your desktop or laptop, go for Microsoft Office 
365. If you're a home or student user, then choose the free Google Drive. 

If you’re looking for a basic productivity suite that compromises on fea- 
tures to give you excellent accessibility and you don’t mind always working 
online, then Google Drive is quite obviously the choice for you. 

If you already own an iPad and other Apple devices, and want to work 
on it while on the go, then the iWork suite of apps will allow you pretty 
decent productivity for a decent price. 

At gunpoint, if asked to choose only of the suites as the winner, we’re 
in unanimous agreement that Google Drive is by far the suite we wouldn’t 
want to live without. Plus, it’s free and easy to use! □ 
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TIPS AND 
TRICKS 

Even the most intrepid user, fresher or 
veteran, faces a learning curve when 
working with a new software. We try to 
make things easier by gathering together 
some handy tips and tricks to make the 
journey easier. 

W hether you’re a hardcore user of Microsoft’s flagship Office 
suite or have embraced the cloud driven freedom of Google 
Docs there are parts that still remain secret. The wealth of 
features and techniques that make each of them an efficient 
tool can be easily learnt to enhance your productivity. We present you with a 
list of handy tips and tricks that will turn you into an expert user in a matter 
of minutes. 
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MS Office 

Microsoft Office may be one of the oldest and most comprehensive office 
productivity suites ever created but there are very few people who use to 
its full potential. In the decades long cycle of development, the applications 
have changed in radical and subtle ways which may escape the awareness of 
general users. Here are the most useful suggestions which can help improve 
performance and answer some queries on how to get the most out of the latest 
version of the software - Microsoft Office 2013. 

Universal Access: The new version of Microsoft Office 2013 can be synced 
to the cloud via OneDrive and make all your essential documents easily acces- 
sible from any device that is connected to the internet. You can activate this 
functionality by logging into your Microsoft ID and connecting with your 
Office app. Now regardless of where you are, by connecting to your Microsoft 
ID you can stream your files on demand. 

Virtualised Suite: Pairing the assets from OneDrive with the “Click- to-Run” 
application can also let you open and access all your files on Office 365 via 
your account on any computer. Simply download the “Click-to-Run” installer 
(400-kilobytes) from Microsoft’s website and a virtual Office 2013 application 
will allow you to use the full functionality of your own suite on any machine. 

Synergise Online Account: Office 2013 is meant to be an online friendly 
application and one of the key features that accomplishes this is the in- appli- 
cation access of social media content via Facebook and Flickr connectivity. 
Linking up your accounts together allows you to easily import images from 
your social media accounts into any document that you are working on. 

Customised Appearance: Gone are the days of bland uniform stylings in 
professional application. The ability to customise the look and styling of your 
application is a reflection of your personality and Office 2013 enables this expres- 
sion through the availability of themes and backgrounds. The Accounts page 
accessible from the File tab lets you set your preference with just a few clicks. 

All Apps: Office 2013 is a developer friendly application that wishes to make 
the most of the online community. As a key feature of the suite is the ability 
to access a variety of third-party and Microsoft apps that can be layered over 
Office 2013’s features. You can find a number of these apps on the Office website. 

Startup Screen: We’ve all grown used to the splash startup of the Office 
application and the default document selection page filled with templates and 
options. But most of the time we just want a blank document, so to achieve 
this end just go to the File and Options settings and untoggle the Start screen 
option by unchecking the box. 
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Skype: Collaboration requires connectivity and Skype is a great tool for 
this need. In case you have a subscription to the office suite be sure to check 
if you’re eligible for free 60 minutes worth of Skype credit with which you 
can make international call. 

Embedding Video: Embed a live player by clicking on the new Online 
Video button under the Insert tab - a YouTube video will be seamlessly 
inserted just like a picture and will be easily played directly within the docu- 
ment just like a webpage. 

Readability: The new Office 2013 is tuned towards mobile devices specially 
with respect to ease of reading. Just use the “Read” view option to hide all the 
menu options and tools for an eBook like reading experience. 

Commenting: Office 2013 is no longer a static tool but a dynamic sharing 
interface as well as multiple people can work on a single document in tandem. 
Just like on social media websites you can leave notes and comments within the 
document for your collaborated to note later. Side discussions over different 
areas of the work can take place in these comment threads as if on a forum 
and even be marked as “Done” so that everyone knows that the comment 
thread has been resolved. This organised discussions and solutions neatly 
across the whole document. 

PDF control: After years of inter-format issues we finally find the most 
effective PDF compatible version of Office in Word 2013. Users can edit and 
create PDF documents from scratch using Word and save them as either 
PDF or DOCX format files. 

Font customisation: The default font - Calibri - may be pretty but not to 
your tastes. Simply change the default font by right-clicking on the Normal 
style sheet icon button and selecting the Modify option. 

Dynamic Alignment: Creating a neatly formatted document file can 
always be a challenge with a mix of media such as inserted pictures, embedded 
videos and text. Now this problem is resolved as when you insert an object on 
to the page a faint green marker lines appear as on a Direct-to-Print system 
showing you to see how the object aligned with the components around it. 

Excel Charts: As more and more users find the need to use spreadsheet 
tools, Excel 2013 has included some helpful features. If you are not sure what 
the best type of chart is for your dataset simply highlight and select the cells 
and click the “Quick Analysis” button on the bottom right of the screen to see 
a list of suggested options along with formatting and data results. You can 
also find “Recommended Charts” option just for design and type assistance 
for your data from the Insert tab. 
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PowerPoint HD: Most users have laptops, displays and screens that are 
build for widescreen viewing in the 16:9 format. PowerPoint makes the most 
of this and has an option for you to convert your slides to the widescreen 
format as well through the Design tab in PowerPoint 2013 with the Slide 
Size option. You can also show your presentations via the applications sec- 
ondary screen view option which gives you the option of zooming to parts 
of the slide if required. 

Google Docs 

Google has the highest contact with most internet users, be it through their 
search engines or email service, so it is only natural that they would attempt 
to capture the office suite market as well. And they have done so in a revolu- 
tionary way by bringing Google Docs and Google Drive as a file storage and 
document management system to their users at no extra cost. And as users 
begin to learn the many advantages and features of the service there are also 
a lot of new methods and techniques that go along with it. We begin with a 
set of must know keyboard commands for Google Drive that will help you 
every time you need to make a document. 

Drive Management: After using Google Docs its very likely your Drive 
will be cluttered with a variety of files, from opened Gmail attachments to 
uploaded media. Finding a file or grouping them can prove to be challenging 
but with the search bar on the Drive’s home page it no longer is - just click on 
the down arrow in the search bar and you’ll see filters which can help you 
find files of certain types by format, ownership, permissions or visibility. 

Spreadsheet Extrapo- 
late: We know how spread- 
sheet programs can the 
ability to extrapolate based 
on basic patterns like date 
sequences and serial num- 
bers. But in Google Spread- 
sheets it is possible for the 
extrapolation of raw data 
in many forms. This feature 
can come in handy when 
you need a set of related terms automatically generated. Simply insert two 
or three related terms in spreadsheet cells and select the filled cells. No while 
holding down the Ctrl button (Cmd in Mac) drag down the small blue box on 



thinkd\9\\ 


TIPS AND TRICKS 


91 


the bottom right of the last selected cell. The empty cells below will be filled 
with related terms automatically. This is a hidden raw feature left over from 
the days of the now defunct Google Sets experiment in Google Labs. 

Desktop Advantage: Google Drive can also be downloaded to your desktop 
to facilitate the easy syncing of files from your device to the cloud. Simply 
download the installer from the Drive website and install. Google Drive Desktop 
not only allows you to place files created offline into the Drive sync folder for 
upload directly without having to login through your browser. You can also 
organise, modify and delete the files and folders in your Google Drive directly 
from the desktop. Files created via Google Drive in Docs will show up as web 
links in the Drive folder and can be launched when connected to the internet. 

Work Offline: You can also set up your Google Drive and Docs to work 
offline if you think you will not have access to an internet connection. You 
can set up the files you need to work on to be accessible Offline from the file 
properties menu in Google Drive. This will create a functional cache of the 
file on your device which can be modified and worked on through Chrome. 
On getting access to an internet connection these offline files will be synced 
back to the Drive to be saved and updated. 

Built-in OCR: One the most useful and under-rated features of Google 
Drive is the inclusion of an Optical Character Recognition service. By using 
the OCR in Google Drive you can easily parse text from scanned documents 
in PDF files. Google Drive then converts the parsed text files into a Google 
Documents which can easily be indexed and searched which isn’t possible 
with scanned image PDFs. This option also works with text photographs 
or scanned images for converting nearly typed block handwritten text into 
digital files - this of course is an off-label use of the OCR but is helpful in 
certain situations. This feature is available in the Upload settings of Drive. 

Multi-preview: Many times its necessary to switch through multiple 
previews of documents to get your work done. Google Drive makes this very 
easy - just check the boxes next to the files you wish previewed and press the 
Eye preview icon. The files will be previewed in read-only windows which you 
can scroll through using your cursor keys or the arrow keys on the keyboard. 

Paint Formatting: This usually ignored feature is the fourth icon from 
the left in your Google Docs toolbar. It is similar to the Cut-Copy-Paste tool 
but works with text formatting rather than text. It can be used to copy the 
formatting style of any block of text and then pasted over another block of 
text to make them consistent. A very handy tool when you need to edit and 
structure your documents headings and styles. 
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Link search: If you wish to turn any 
part of your Google Drive document, 
particularly text, into a hyperlink simply 
select the content and click on the link 
button in the toolbar. Google will present 
you with a list of suggestions based on 
the content type saving you the hassle of 
having to copy/paste a link manually. 

Research: Another great feature built 
around Google’s immense search engine 
is the Research option. You can look 
up any information related to a term or 
phrase in your document by selecting it 
and finding Research in Tools or using the 
Ctrl+Alt+Shift+I shortcut. This will open 
a side pane to the right of your window giving you the results from the web 
as well as your Gmail account. 

Collaboration: One of the key functionality of Google Drive and Docs is 
the ability to share with multiple users and work simultaneously. Even users 
who are not on Google can be validated to have access to a Google document 
file via the Sharing option under File settings in the Google Drive window. 
This allows even non-Google users to edit, modify and work on files making 
Google Drive accessible to even those who choose not to have a Google account. 

OpenOffice 

Compared to most other office suites that very body has used in some form 
or another, be it trial, basic or pirated versions, the world of OpenOffice’s 
open source design takes a bit getting use to for most. The accessibility and 
shortcuts are not exactly the same as before and a host of new side features 
are also included. We highlight the must know tips of making the most of 
this comprehensive free office suite. 

Shortcuts: One of the best thing about OpenOffice is that you can customise 
your shortcuts to suit your needs. So rather than having to learn everything 
from scratch, as it was in the earlier versions of the open source application, 
you can now simply define what works for you. The method to do this is to 
go to Tools and select the Customise option, under which you will find the 
Keyboard option. The menu layout will present you with a list of the avail- 
able key combinations and a list of actions, just select the action function and 


1 SHORTCUTS i 

Ctrl+Home 

To start of document 

Ctrl+End 

Toend of document 

Ctrt+E 

Center Alignment 

Ctrl+L 

Left Alignment 

Ctrl+J 

Justify Alignment 

Ctrl+Alt+M 

Insert Comment 

Ctrl+H 

Replace 

Ctrl+spacebar 

Select Spread- 
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Ctrt+Shift+L 
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Ctrl+K 

Insert Link 

Ctrl+F 

Hide Menu Bar 
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Ctrl+Alt+Shift+I 
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Modify it to the desired keys. You can even rename the tools and select new 
icons for them to create a custom toolbar set that suit your needs. 

Help: The huge variety of tools, icons and shortcut menus on the interface 
of the OpenOffice layout can be intimidating for many. But its always easy 
to see what each tool does, just press Shift+Fl to activate the Help function. 
The mouse cursor will change to a query icon and clicking icons will present 
you with a dialogue box explaining the function of the selected button. To 
deactivate the feature simple click on the blank part of your document. 

Star Wars: After hours of working on the office suite it’s nice to take a break 
and j ust play a fun game to relax. OpenOffice takes this into consideration and 
has a hidden Star Wars game included in the package. Of course, this isn’t a high 
end graphic guzzling action FPS but rather an old school 16-bit style game for 
nostalgic fun. To activate the game simply enter “type=GAME(“StarWars”)” in 
a spreadsheet cell and press Enter. The game will launch and you’re good to go. 

Extensions: OpenOffice is built on an open source design which leaves 
a lot of the features out to be organically developed by the community. The 
basic installation of the office suite doesn’t include a grammar check but this 
can easily be downloaded along with a vast list of other features as Extensions 
from the internet. The LanguageTool extension once installed appears as an 
icon in the OpenOffice toolbar and can be used to check your document for 
errors. The open ended style allows you to only pick and choose the features 
you need and not have to give up system resources for features you never use. 
Extensions can be found at [ http://extensions.services.openoffice.org/en .] as well 
as other places on the web. 

Split Editing: When working on a document file of any kind its useful to 
be able to make changes at two separate parts of the file side-by-side without 
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having to constantly scroll between them. This problem is solved in OpenOf- 
fice by opening New Windows from the Window menu to display the same 
document. The multiple open documents can then be cascaded and arranged 
as desired, and any change made in one open version of the document is 
reflected in all open copies so you can access different parts of the same 
document simultaneously with all changes being integrated to one copy. 

Customise Events: Many expert users of Microsoft Office use macros 
to make their work easier but casual users rarely bother with the com- 
plexity. OpenOffice makes this feature easy to use and valuable through its 
Events menu. You can record macro instructions telling the program what 
action to take in case of specific situations e.g. if your page count goes over 
two pages, you can instruct the macro to insert page numbers. Many such 
actions can be assigned by going to the Tools menu and selecting Events 
under Customisation. 

Default MS Office: You may enjoy working in OpenOffice but you need 
your files to be compatible with Microsoft’s Office suite and converting the 
ODT format every time isn’t a very clean or desirable means of doing that. 
An easy option built into OpenOffice is the ability to change the default save 
format of a document. Go to Tools and select Options under it, then locate 
the Load/Save category and the General sub-category. In the Document Type 
drop down menu select Text Document and in the Always Save As drop down 
menu select Microsoft Word 97/2000/XP, do the same for the Spreadsheet 
option. Now all files will be saved in the MS Office file format by default. 

Hidden Hello: OpenOffice is made by a core team of dedicated developers 
who believe in the open source movement. However they remain faceless and 
nameless in most instances. But if you want you can see who these people 
are you can by inserting the following value in a spreadsheet cell - “=starcalc- 
team()” - this will launch a display pic of all the developers enjoying a picnic. 

iWork 

It’s no secret that iWorks is the runt of the litter when we begin to compare 
office suites. Its features may not be as comprehensive or easily upgradeable 
as PC based office suites. But iWorks does make your documents, spread- 
sheets and presentations look damn good. And if you have a Mac machine 
with limited options and not a pressing need for a heavy duty office suite, 
the free giveaway of iWorks with the Maverick upgrade has been a gift from 
Apple to you. Now all that remains is making the most of the application, so 
here a few tricks to get you working on the iWorks office suite. 
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Use Templates: iWorks follows Apple’s tradition of providing you all could 
possibly need without having to figure things out for yourself. And in that 
spirit the wealth of gorgeous looking templates saves you not only time and 
effort, but also adds a great utility to all your documents, i Work Pages has two 
groups of temples for Layout and Word Processing. It is highly recommended 
that you use these templates to start any project as it is easier than creating a 
document from scratch. Since the templates feature also offers options like 
Letters and Envelopes it is advisable that you import your Apple Address 
Book which allows compatibility with vCards which is a universal standard 
for digital business cards. 

Tables as Spreadsheets: If you need to have tables in your iWork Pages 
application that do more than just contain words there is an option to add 
more functions. Tables can be formatted like spreadsheet tables with the help 
of the Table Inspector tool. The cells of the table can be formatted to contain 
numerical units, currency values as well as do basic mathematical functions. 

Using Styles: Documents created in iWorks look best when they follow 
a consistent style format. For this purpose the templates are the key but you 
may have your own preference of how your document should be styled and 
wish to retain that as a preset for future use. Paragraph styles options can 
be selected by highlighting any part of a paragraphs text since it represents 
the whole section. Then to apply a style go to Styles Drawer from the View 
menu. In the Styles Drawer control-click a style option which will add it to 
your menu where you can assign it a Hot Key shortcut. 

Copy-Paste Format Fix: Users often source the content of their documents 
from various digital sources. One of the biggest problems of copy-pasting 
text or numbers from other sources like websites or emails is that the native 
formatting of the text is retained which conflicts with the working document. 
This is usually because users use the Command+V option for pasting content, 
instead if you want to clear the formatting of the source text and have your 
working document’s formatting used try the Shift+Option+Command+v 
shortcut. This will ensure that the pasted text adopts the formatting of the 
working document in iWorks. 

Flide Guides: The best trick is to hide the Alignment Guides by holding 
down the Command button as you drag objects over the document. This 
temporarily hides the guides while retaining the snap on features making it 
easy and clear when placing objects into your document. 

Numbers to Excel: Even though iWork Numbers is a handy tool for 
spreadsheet projects the need to use Microsoft Excel’s files is always present. 
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Usually these files can be imported into Numbers using the Import func- 
tion as well as created for Excel using the Export function. However due to 
the radical differences in the formats it is a useful tip to know that it’s best 
to have only one table per sheet in Numbers since that is how Excel reads 
iWork spreadsheet files. It is also important to keep in mind that any large 
graphical object in either formats is liable to create issues when interchanging 
in between the two applications. 

Presenter Display: The iWorks Keynote application is one of the best tools 
to prepare and display any presentation. And if you are working with multiple 
screen, one on your device and the other for display, then the multiscreen 
utility is a must use feature - this is called Presenter Display. It allows you to 
retain an overview over all the slides while displaying only one active slide to 
the audience. This feature can also be used to help you practice a presentation 
with its Rehearse Slideshow option. This option displays a current slide, the 
next slide in the set and the elapsed time till the next slide is scheduled to be 
displayed. You can also customise this display by going to the Play menu and 
choosing Customise Presenter Display. 

Quick Adds: Here are the most useful shortcuts to know in iWork Num- 
bers for adding or inserting rows and columns from a selected cell. 

► Column right of selected cell - Option+Right Arrow 

► Column left of selected cell - Option+Left Arrow 

► Row above selected cell - Option+Up Arrow 

► Row below selected cell - Option+Down Arrow 

Final Suggestion 

We strongly suggest that it never hurts to explore softwares in your free 
time. Usually we only come to these applications when we need them and are 
limited to what we already know. But by exploring the many Tabs or menu 
options we discover that these applications have numerous hidden tools we 
have never used. There are actually hundreds and thousands of features 
which are rarely useful in small tasks but can be a life saver when working 
constantly on the application. 

The knowledge of these features can make you extremely productive and 
same hundreds of work hours in the long run as well as seriously improving 
your workflow. Exploring the options and learning them with the help of the 
Internet community or the built in Help option is the best way to be prepared 
since not all people use the software the same way and your needs may be 
unique. Plus it’s always good to have a few tricks up your sleeve. □ 
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